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This case study has been prepared with invaluable contributions from Sri Lankan villagers, 
entrepreneurs, theatre, development and business professionals working together with the support of 
development and theatre professionals from Austria, Denmark, The Netherlands, and the United 
Kingdom.

All contributors to this case study, except where their research has been published, remain individually 
anonymous and unnamed beyond the general nature of their involvement with Palama

The author led the team that designed the campaign following the initial socio-cultural research, but 
was not part of the campaign’s implementation.
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Palama at-a-glance

Basic scoping data

Start of preparing the campaign September 2005

Expected completion of the campaign late 2008

Number of theatre groups started 4

Total number of actors trained 60

Total number of Palama events to August 2008 257 events

Palama events in Anuradhapura District 56

Palama events in Kurunegala District 37

Palama events in Polonnaruwa District 104

Palama events in Puttalam District 60

Total audience reached to August 2008 ~119,000 rural villagers

Average audience per performance event ~465 people

Total number of Forum Theatre participants ~1250 spect-actors

Estimated overall reach of Palama 200,000 villagers

Percentage of audience members who changed their beliefs 
about business as a result of seeing Palama

41%

Percentage of audience members who thought of a response 
to the business situation in the Forum Theatre, even if they 

did not go on stage and become a spect-actor themselves
79%

Percentage of audience members who
went on to discuss the performance with others

87%

Total money spent on the whole project $704k USD

Estimated spend per person reached by the campaign $3.50 USD
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1. Context for this work

What’s important in Forum Theatre is who did this, when, and for what reason.
The context is all.

Augusto Boal, originator of Forum Theatre, 9 March 2004

1.2 ILO Enter-Growth – the overarching programme

The Enterprise for Pro-poor Growth (Enter-Growth) programme supported the implementation of the 
Government of Sri Lanka’s strategy for poverty reduction and the generation of quality employment 
for women and men through an integrated micro- and small enterprise development programme that 
targets four districts with a high incidence of poverty, Kurunegala, Polonnaruwa, Anuradhapura and 
Puttalam. The programme's approach was to improve the market system in these districts, working 
with and through stakeholders in the private, public and NGO sectors. In the formulation stage 
consultations in the districts resulted in the lack of enterprise culture, I.e. a positive valuation of private 
sector enterprise, being identified as a major constraint on development.  Enter-Growth therefore 
included a social marketing campaign – Palama1 - to enhance enterprise culture. This campaign used 
interactive theatre to promote small business as a way out of poverty.

1.3 Palama – the campaign2

The following text was used during Palama to present the campaign to potential sponsors. It frames the 
project as a whole and provides a good basic introduction.

Palama
How you can help us build the bridge from poverty to enterprise?

Why enterprise is good for individuals and communities?
We believe that small-scale enterprise is a powerful way for communities to become more 
prosperous and also for people to lead more fulfilling lives:

- a well-run enterprise can offer security and comfort for people and their families
- it can offer a valuable local service which serves others and stimulates more business opportunities
- it gives people the chance to do what they want to do, to learn and grow and create, and become 
more fulfilled in their work
- it may be a way of using locally available resources.

So why do people in Sri Lanka not follow this path more often?
There are many resources available to help small enterprises but they are not always used. Why? We 
have carried out a major piece of research and found many barriers to enterprise:
- cultural beliefs derived from Buddhism or Hinduism

                                                
1 Palama denotes a particular type of rural bridge in Sinhala.
2  Based on from the original campaign briefing documents, produced in March 2006.
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- culture of dependency
- business and manual work and valued lower than white collar, government jobs
- negative perceptions of entrepreneurs and business
- fear of appearing ambitious, the envy of others
- lack of appreciation for skills (such as planning) necessary for success in business

Our goal in this campaign is to start to change these cultural barriers and help people see enterprise 
as a positive force that benefits individuals and communities, and not just in a material sense –
consistent with the spiritual beliefs of Sri Lankans. And to encourage people to take action to start or 
develop their own small enterprises.

How do we plan to do this?
We are going to work with people in poor rural areas of four districts. In order to begin to change 
deep-rooted cultural beliefs we need to engage with people in some depth, and change the kind of 
conversations they have about business throughout their communities. To do this we are going to use 
as the main part of this programme a combination of performance theatre and forum theatre. We 
know that Sri Lankans love theatre, especially in rural areas where there are not many opportunities 
to see live performances, and where other media are often not easily available.

Performance theatre will reach large numbers of people in a community. Entertaining plays with 
music and dance will dramatise the issues facing people when they want to start or grow a business. 
They will depict real stories and start talking points about how people might change their habits.

Once performance theatre has attracted wide attention and interest, the actors will move on to work 
using Forum Theatre. This technique was originated by Augusto Boal to work with rural, 
disadvantaged communities in his homeland of Brazil. It is now practised around the world and there 
are several expert exponents of this in Sri Lanka who will be involved in this project.

In Forum Theatre the boundary is broken down between audience and actors. Villagers become part 
of the performance and act out different possibilities for themselves. This has the potential to change 
people’s attitudes at a deep level. In addition, we will extend the impact of the theatre in two ways:

- there will information to be left behind which will show people where they can get all kinds of help 
and support for starting and improving their enterprises after the show has left the village;
- we will also use film and recording of the theatre experiences to carry the message to wider circles 
of people who may not see the show first hand, for example, Government officials, trainers and 
policy makers.
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1.4 What is Forum Theatre?

Forum Theatre is an interactive theatre form invented (or discovered) in the early 1970s by Augusto 
Boal. An audience is shown a short-ish play in which a central character (protagonist) encounters 
an oppression or obstacle which s/he is unable to overcome; the subject-matter will usually be 
something of immediate importance to the audience, often based on a shared life experience.

After this first showing, there may be a brief discussion amongst the audience, mediated by a figure 
known as 'the Joker' (as in a pack of cards, belonging to no particular suit, on no-one's side). Then 
the play is restarted, usually from the beginning, and runs as before - but this time, whenever a 
'spect-actor' (active audience member) feels the protagonist might usefully have tried a different 
strategy, s/he can stop the action, take the protagonist's place, and try her or his idea. The other 
characters in the piece will react as they feel their characters would react, i.e. they will make it 
realistically difficult for any new tactic to succeed; but if an idea works, the intervening spect-actor 
can win, the game is not rigged.

Through a session of Forum Theatre, many people will take the stage and show many different 
possibilities. In this way, the event becomes a kind of theatrical debate, in which experiences and 
ideas are rehearsed and shared, generating both solidarity and a sense of empowerment. It may be 
used to rehearse for an imminent occasion, or to uncover and analyse alternatives in any situation, 
past, present or future.3

1.5 Why this case study?

This case study has been written partly as a learning tool to tell the story of Palama as it unfolded, and 
partly as an overall assessment and consolidation of the numerous evaluation processes which the 
Palama campaign has incorporated. The research informing this case study comprises:

1. Cultural Assessment “baseline” study4;
2. Quasi-experimental research into the extent and nature of the impact of Forum Theatre in this 

context5;
3. Basic management data,  progress reports, facts and figures6;
4. Impact Assessment report7;
5. Qualitative, interview-based research into the management and influence of the Palama 

project8.

This case study will be of practical interest to a number of groups:

                                                
3  See: www.cardboardcitizens.org.uk
4  Karin Reinprecht and Nireka Weeratunge,  February 2006, Enterprise for Pro-Poor Growth: Design of a strategy 
to promote enterprose culture in Sri Lanka: Socio-Cultural Assessment results
5  Frank Hakemulder, 2007, Forum Theatre Effects on Beliefs about Business, ILO Enter-Growth
6  Supplied by Gemunu Wijesena &  Roel Hakemulder, Enter-Growth programme, ILO, Colombo
7  Nireka Weeratunge, June 2008, Impact Assessment on the Enterprise Culture Component of Enter-Growth, ILO 
Enter-Growth
8  Research conducted by Chris Seeley, July 2008
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Brazilian educator Paulo Freire was deeply concerned with how those who have the least in the world 
(power, access to services, money, financial services etc) might engage in processes of liberation13. 
Freire saw liberation as a mutual process, where people learn together. In turn, Freire’s ideas 
influenced those of his friend, theatre activist Augusto Boal, who developed Forum Theatre as a means 
of emancipation and mutual liberation. We each have internalised oppressions. Oppression, whether 
from powerful figures and regimes outside of ourselves, or from within ourselves: “occurs in those 
moments when we are not allowed to be what we want to be or do what we want to do”14. The most 
insidious and subtle oppression comes when we do not even know what it is that we could be or do –
when the behavioural choices open to us are limited in ways we do not even know. In this respect, we 
are all oppressed. Nobody is free from oppression of one sort or another.

There is a question here about whether entering into enterprise culture by starting a business is an act 
of liberation or one of further oppression, an adherence to a particular growth-oriented dogma. This 
debate around whether enterprise development is an emancipatory force was contested (sometimes in 
lively ways) during the Palama project amongst its management and subcontractors. The debate, 
experimentation and uncertainty indicates the extent to which projects like Palama are operating at the 
leading edges of where development agencies might be evolving in response to the people that they 
serve: “the ILO weren’t good at saying what they wanted from the Forum Theatre. They weren’t very
clear about this, but they were brave enough to say that they didn’t really know what Forum Theatre 
entailed. It was quite easy to stay within the general remit of what the ILO thought they wanted”15.

“Forum Theatre does not often deliver such an overt agenda. Very obviously the ILO wanted to deliver 
an agenda. We had to come up with a new hybrid that answered the basic question: how do we use 
theatre to start a debate which got people out of poverty and the associated issues of poverty?”16.

Using Forum Theatre for the development of enterprising culture, rather than it being concerned with 
more conventionally understood and direct forms of oppression (such as imprisonment, abuse, bullying 
etc) is unusual, and new. To do this with over 119,000 rural financially poor Sri Lankans is 
groundbreaking. Palama wanted villagers to consider different options and choices for their lives and 
to think about self-employment and developing their own enterprising initiatives as viable and 
attractive possibilities.

The multiple mirrors of other people’s gaze are important here. Through Forum Theatre we get to 
inhabit each other’s worlds: “to create a safe, playful and uncertain space to try on a different life for 
size and see how it might fit.”17

To this extent, Palama intended to be emancipatory and to avoid poverty as “an inexorable fate”18. 
Palama promoted the idea that local, unmoneyed people can successfully trade with each other as well 
as on a wider geographical scale. The project sought to stimulate a critical consciousness and 
conversation about business and enterprise amongst large numbers of financially poor villagers.

                                                
13  Paulo Freire, 1970, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
14  Augusto Boal, March 2004, personal communication.
15  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
16  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
17  Augusto Boal, March 2004, personal communication.
18  Augusto Boal, 1974, Theatre of the Oppressed.
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“What we are doing with Palama is to offer rural villagers the space to question some of the 
assumptions that limit their possibilities to choose viable livelihoods and develop their own economies. 
To offer them greater freedom so that instead of victims of the system they become (more) active 
participants in their own right. That does not need to mean promoting consumerism, individualism, 
greed, the power of self-interest and all those other things that the West holds so dear.”19

“Enterprise has to be part of the panorama of possibilities.”20

The implications for development agencies in engaging with practices like Forum Theatre are that the 
organisation is radically opening itself up to dialogue with thousands of people: “the ILO wanted to 
tick lots of boxes and see lots of people. They were getting through to hundreds of thousands of people 
with no long term commitment. The plan didn’t invest in people. I had big questions about how the 
Palama theatre companies could engage with and stay with the visited communities”21. This shift from 
monologue (as exemplified by conventional one-way mass media approaches) to the kind of mass 
dialogue offered by Forum Theatre creates communicative space22 for villagers to consider enterprise 
and business: “amazing things came out of the Palama campaign to stimulate debate.”23

What do development agencies need to get good at in order to work in engaging ways directly with 
financially poor, rural people on a locally relevant basis? It seems necessary to cultivate being nimble 
and fleet of foot whilst upholding their own values (in the ILO’s case, in terms of decent work) for the 
people they employ to do the work and those they are seeking to influence. Coherence and consistency 
are needed at every level of this work. These kinds of projects, customised and localised for large 
numbers of financially poor people, take a lot of drive, will and organisation to bring about. They’re 
not formulaic mass advertising that can virtually be bought off the shelf, but deserve the same degree 
of care and detail as the most delicate high level negotiations that development agencies are 
accustomed to. 

Development agencies like the ILO need systems and processes in place to be able to respond to 
villagers thoughts and concerns quickly, flexibly and respectfully – in enterprising ways. Campaigns 
like Palama demand this and offer organisational benefits in return: “for ILO, Palama is good because 
it is innovative in different ways. ILO has a challenge with visibility. Using theatre at a local level, 
we’re seen as more dynamic, vibrant, visible. We welcome trying different components.”24

Trying different components can not merely be a case of conveying messages through a previously 
untried medium in one direction only, as if from on high. The challenge isn’t just to be seen as more 
dynamic, it is to actually be more dynamic: “ILO central is the high moral ground – the further this 
work goes into the countryside the rougher it gets”25. If the Forum Theatre audience don’t like or want 
that you’re offering, you’re inviting them to tell you, right there and then: “Forum Theatre is by 
definition subversive and unless you are prepared for subversion, don’t do it…”26

                                                
19  ILO Enter-Growth Programme Manager, July 2008.
20  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
21  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
22  Stephen Kemmis, 2001, Educational Research and Evaluation: Opening Communicative Space, University of 
Sydney.
23  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
24  ILO Country-Level Manager in Sri Lanka, July 2008.
25  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
26  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
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However team members were able to articulate and come to a common understanding of their evolving 
sense of what this work stands for within the context of ILO’s overall development, it is clear that the 
literally thousands of villagers who came to see the shows and participated as active audience members 
were delighted and stimulated by Palama in ways which match the campaign’s original intention to 
create a more positive context for enterprise culture (and not just the villagers: “Palama came to a UN 
event and the UN agencies were “quite captivated”27):

“With 41% of the sample thinking more positive about business as a direct result of the performance, 
the effects of the project seem well within the criterion (a minimum of 20%) for success that was 
formulated previous to the study.”28

“It seems likely that physically acting out the role of a character that ventures an idea for a business 
makes such a scenario relevant in a much more personal way. Rather than just considering it as an 
option for [others], people who went on stage saw it as a likely option for themselves.”29

“People came into the Forum Theatre space without any fear – sometimes you couldn’t stop them...
People liked Palama very much, they enjoyed themselves. They couldn’t believe it was something from 
our project. This was very different and attractive for people.”30

“Altogether around 79% of respondents who saw Palama were positive about the idea of 
starting/running one’s own business. Youth respondents who had seen Palama were the most positive 
about this idea, followed by women, who had seen Palama. Influencers and entrepreneurs at district 
level qualified their views on the idea of starting a business, by outlining the necessary conditions for 
success, while entrepreneurs who had seen Palama were more likely to express both advantages and 
disadvantages of doing business, in comparison to others” 31

“As advised in the play, you can get some support from an institution and start a business. It is good to 
earn some profit. If you do it properly, you can earn good profit.  You can get some relief from paying 
all the credit you owe.”32

“It is good to do business. As shown in the play, there is no need to go to Middle East or Italy. If you 
can get some money, you can invest this on some business. There is no need to pay the agencies and 
get cheated by them. There is no need to get much help from others. You do not have to work under 
anybody. You are independent.”33

                                                
27  ILO Country-Level Manager in Sri Lanka, July 2008.
28  Frank Hakemulder, November 2007, Forum Theatre Effects on Beliefs about Business, ILO Enter-Growth
29  Frank Hakemulder, November 2007, Forum Theatre Effects on Beliefs about Business, ILO Enter-Growth
30  Enter-Growth District Managers, July 2008.
31  Nireka Weeratunge, June 2008, Impact Assessment on the Enterprise Culture Component of Enter-Growth, ILO 
Enter-Growth
32  Sinhala Buddhist Non-Entrepreneur Woman
33  Sinhala Catholic Young Man
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What were the team looking for in a name and logo?

Distinctive and memorable 
A name people can imagine using in everyday speech 
Not too ‘official’ nor too ‘commercial!’ 
Consistent with “an experienced and trusted friend who inspires you with courage”
Friendly and approachable for our target groups 
Knowledgeable, confident 
Suggesting ‘the better life’ 
Suggesting some aspect of ‘community’, not just individual success 
Suggesting own effort and strength, rather than hand-outs 
Consistent with the meaning system(s) of the Sri Lankan rural cultural universe
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Branding Palama
A reflection on giving the campaign a personality35

This first appeared as a visual image, without a name. It was only later in discussing it and 
what we liked about it that the name “Palama” [Sinhala for bridge] emerged as a possible 
name for the project.

It grew out of a pyramid of stick people, which some of us liked but others didn’t. When we 
talked about it the main reason for dislike was that the figures seemed inhuman and static. It 
was in an attempt to create individuality and movement that that the chain of figures moving 
across a bridge appeared.

Originally the figures moved from right to left. When we saw variants going both ways we 
remarked that left to right was more dynamic and moving to the future, as it followed the 
direction of Sinhalese (like English) writing.

There was a lot of detailed discussion about the nature of the bridge. The original was a 
straight line, but experimenting with a slight curve to suggest a rural bridge gave more of a 
sense of movement. At some point the idea of making the word Palama part of the bridge came 
in as an option.

                                                
35  Campaign Branding Expert, March 2006.
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experience of live theatre so close to their homes, and therefore associating the experience of 
theatre with debate and dialogue. It was very different from the audience experience of and 
responses to the theatre elsewhere in the world”38.

“People are fed up with new technologies – the TV, multimedia, MP3 etc. Live drama has been 
experienced and enjoyed by people for hundreds of years. New technology cuts live drama out, 
but people still like it. So, this kind of drama system can be very useful in the current 
scenery.”39

                                                
38  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
39  ILO Enter-Growth district MSE Forum Member, July 2008.
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Notice that at this stage, the performance and Forum Theatre elements were separate from each other, 
with the initial idea that each theatre group would perform to crowds of 1000+ villagers in large local 
towns before splitting to run a series of Forum Theatre workshops in the surrounding villages. The 
original objectives were to have 8 performance theatre events of 4 sittings each, making 32 shows in 
all, with 1000 people in the audience at each show, totalling 32000 people. Then, each of the four 
theatre groups would have split into 5 teams of 4 people and conduct many smaller, more specific 
Forum Theatre events with a total of 60,000 spect-actors involved. In the end, these figures were 
exceeded, but with a higher proportion of audience members (about 119,000 villagers) and fewer 
active spect-actors (about 1,250 people, although some had doubted that many people at all would be 
willing to come up on stage in front of such large audiences). In addition, original plans set an 
objective of 20% of audience members feeling more positive about business as a direct result of 
attending a Palama Event. This target was more than doubled in practice, with a result of 41%40 of 
people who came to see the show feeling more positive about business (that is more than 48,000 
people).

“The original idea was to mount one big performance in an area and follow it up with smaller forum 
pieces, very locally in villages. But when 500 or 600 people started to turn up at events, we didn’t 
separate the two. The crowds were larger than expected.”41

Throughout, ILO planned to effectively subcontract the whole campaign, its logistics, management and 
artistic direction to an existing socially-aware theatre group with a strong reputation in Sri Lanka. In 
the light of this, Palama was administratively quite separate from other parts of the Enter-Growth 
programme. This drew debate and a diversity of understanding amongst the wider Enter-Growth 
management team42:

“Palama operated as a separate mission, a project within a project”
“… it was a closed and separate project…”
“I thought that Palama was another project – there was another direction and that was a good thing”
“…the campaign just didn’t fit with the team”
“Palama was not properly integrated into the Enter-Growth organisational structure”
“Yes, this was a separate project – this is something entirely different in my mind. It was 
conceptualised as such”

In the light of this experience, development organisations are advised to learn from us and pay 
good attention from the start to how such campaigns link with other parts of their work.

                                                
40  Frank Hakemulder, November 2007, Forum Theatre Effects on Beliefs about Business, ILO Enter-Growth
41  ILO Enter-Growth Programme Managers, July 2008.
42  Enter-Growth District Managers and overall management team, July 2008.
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3.2 Unforeseeable changes

After a number of ideological and personality differences, the theatre group which had been originally 
contracted to run Palama chose to withdraw from the campaign in November 2006, while the first 
theatre group was being trained. This left the management team and newly appointed Campaign 
Director with an unexpected strategic decision point, no overall leadership from theatre professionals, 
a legacy of “separateness” from Enter-Growth as a whole, a necessary focus on the realities of 
infrastructure which left the relationship with the Enter-Growth District Offices somewhat neglected 
and no single contractual point of contact for managing the huge variety of purchases and contracts 
needed by the campaign:

“I can’t think of a better option than Forum Theatre for this project. The concept itself was good, but 
our ILO system is suited to outsourcing.”43

“There are issues where the Campaign Director felt the ILO rules and regulations were a block and 
single contracts had to be signed… The real nightmare was that we were always making exceptions 
and running a risk with these contractual arrangements.”44

“The Campaign Director insisted she could manage the whole thing, and was committed to do so... We 
continued. We had planned and budgeted for 4 Districts and that’s what we did. We gave the 
Campaign Director more time, especially given that the first shows had gone so well. We decided to do 
less other stuff and said let’s forget about the TV work. I thought OK, this has potential, so lets do 
more of this and less of the other things.”45

“The contracted theatre group were supposed to do the training and the Campaign Director was 
supposed to manage.”46

“When the theatre company left I didn’t want to panic. The Enter-Growth Project Managers asked 
what are we going to do now. I said leave it to me, I’ll do it. I’d taken on a job and I wanted to see it 
though to the end very successfully. I’d had experience in some of these things, but I’m not a 
maestro.”47

Palama now had no overall professional artistic direction. Instead, a variety of trainers were rapidly 
brought in to work with the theatre groups. This pragmatic and dynamic strategic choice was received 
with both positive and negative responses:

                                                
43  ILO Enter-Growth District Manager, July 2008.
44  ILO Country-Level Finance Manager, July 2008.
45  ILO Enter-Growth Programme Manager, July 2008.
46  Enter-Growth District Manager, July 2008.
47  Palama Campaign Director, July 2008.
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“I think the Campaign Director did a great job in replacing the original theatre group with music 
teachers, drama trainers, supportive and useful upgrading refresher training. Her arranging of the 
capacity building was very good.”48

 “We were exposed to various styles of drama in the training programme. Each different trainer had 
their own style and it was good to have been exposed to these different variations, but I think I would 
have preferred to have had one clear style around which we could have specialised. I felt powerless to 
judge when exposed to all these different styles. Sometimes the teachers had conflicting ideas and even 
had arguments amongst themselves.”49

“We studied different subjects, different aspects. It wouldn’t have been possible to have only had one 
trainer. Mostly, there were no conflicts between trainers, they complemented each other, but with some 
aspects, like physical exercises, the time frame was very limiting and there were conflicts about what 
to do when.”50

“I had no confidence in the ILO’s artistic and socio-artistic standards or appreciation and no 
confidence that they would know what would work and what wouldn’t”51.

“Everything took much longer than we thought. We gave the Campaign Director more time, but it took 
more time than we’d given her. The problem was the 6 months to get a Theatre Company up and 
running – it took too long.”52

After the original theatre group left, the final strategy for the campaign emerged as a hybrid model 
designed by one of the Forum Theatre trainers now involved in Palama. He commented “this was a 
compromise, not a synthesis”. This new strategic approach brought together the performance and 
Forum elements into one single event in response to the question “how do we do Forum theatre for 
people who don’t have the information or answers you want them to have?”53

“The performance and the forum theatre came together as one larger show. The larger performance 
show and its script needed a larger team of actors.”54

                                                
48  ILO Enter-Growth Programme Manager, July 2008.
49  Palama Theatre Company Actors, July 2008
50  Palama Theatre Company Actors, July 2008
51  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
52  ILO Enter-Growth Programme Manager, July 2008.
53  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
54  ILO Enter-Growth Programme Managers, July 2008.
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The Joker
Forum Theatre’s Facilitator

                                                                                   

If there is one role in the whole Palama campaign where the ability to form relationships is paramount, 
it is that of the Joker, or facilitator of the Forum Theatre:

“Perhaps the Joker is the most important person in the Forum Theatre. He’s the bridge between the 
audience and the actors. He has to intuit what the audience want – he must be able to act according to 
the situation and respond to the audience.”56

“The role of the Forum Theatre facilitator is one of the most challenging in Theatre for Development 
work and should never be underestimated. A facilitator in Forum Theatre needs to have all the skills of 
a good leader and peer group member... The Joker has to be a sort of everyman. By this, Boal meant 
the Joker in the pack, not the clown. It’s tough to develop a Joker.”57

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, Augusto Boal came to realise that for his type of theatre to 
work, there needed to be a permanent intermediary character to work the liminal space between the 
stage and the audience; one who would make sense of what was happening as it unfolded: “the first 
problem to be solved consists in the presentation, in the same performance, both of the play and its 
analysis… The Joker is the contemporary and neighbour of the spectator… He is magical, omniscient, 
polymorphous, ubiquitous. On stage he functions as a master of ceremonies.”58

The Joker’s work is very situation-specific – the culture, the location, the people present on that 
particular evening. The Joker ensures spect-actor participation and engagement, ensures that people 
come from the audience to take part – not through coercion, but through a kind of seduction: “we have 
to seduce – in a good sense – we have to try and seduce and make ourselves loved by others. How can 
you seduce a person who does not trust you? They say ‘I don’t want to participate’ and there is an 
implicit demand there: ‘convince me that I can participate. Show me that you love me enough to 
attract me into the thing you are doing.’ For them to accept you they have to visualise some good you 
can bring… How can you create a space of liberty where you are able to experiment with reality – a 
transcription of reality not a representation of reality… This work is a preparation, a rehearsal of 
liberation.”59

The Joker needs a level of life experience and maturity. In Palama, the quality and experience of the 
work of the Jokers varied from district to district. Sometimes the work was forced, and at others, it was 
more seductive as Boal indicated. One MSE Forum member said that he thought the quality of this 
work had gradually diminished: “I have seen the quality coming down, not increasing. The quality of 
the training and the leadership and guidance for the groups was not so good. The people who are 
leading the group (the Jokers) weren’t interacting with the people any more”60. 

                                                
56  Palama Theatre Company Actor, July 2008.
57  Palama Forum Theatre Trainer, July 2008.
58  Augusto Boal, 1974, Theatre of the Oppressed, pp174-182.
59  Augusto Boal, March 2004, personal communication.
60  ILO Enter-Growth District MSE Forum Member, July 2008.
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Scripts and themes

Several stories emerged as possible enterprise plots:

Starting a lake fishing business
Using coconut/coir products

Starting a fruit selling business
Growing mushrooms for sale
Tile making from river clay

Problems to be overcome were identified as:

Scepticism from family and community about business
Failure to register business

Failure to meet health and safety regulations
Difficulties getting loans

The power of bigger businesses
Bureaucratic inertia

Failure to obtain insurance

Ways of overcoming such problems, or preparing for them,
were discussed and built into the devised stories.73

Scripting, stories, localness, cultural specificity and quality formed into a bundle of interrelated issues 
throughout Palama. Traditionally, travelling theatre troupes with an eye to sharp social commentary 
(such as the Italian Commedia dell’Arte tradition) comprised small groups of actors who would come 
into a town or village and spend informal time with local people before largely improvising a 
performance the next day. This is a kind of responsiveness (which is embodied in the figure of the 
Joker) can not be planned, but only prepared for. Such localisation comes with experience, trust and 
maturity of practice. There’s also something to be said for the flexibility that comes with smaller 
theatre groups.

In two way communication like Palama, such localisation is messier, more intensive, less controllable, 
less top-down. This needs and deserves proper resourcing which to some extent can be planned for, but 
not at the rigid expense of the kind of locally specific responsiveness that emerges in the moment, 
during the event. Such responsiveness is relational and comes of holding a mature, wide awareness of 
what is happening in the performance. These are the kinds of qualities development agencies needs to 
seek and cultivate more widely if as organisations they are to develop responsive, reciprocal dialogue 
with MSE communities on a mass market scale. Commissioning development agencies can not 

                                                
73  Forum Theatre Trainers’ report, March 2007
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“control” this without killing its spirit, and yet such responsiveness is the lifeblood of the Forum 
Theatre performance. Palama Jokers understood this when they commented:

“Perhaps the Joker is the most important person in the Forum theatre. He’s the bridge between the 
audience and the actors. He has to intuit what the audience want – he must be able to act according to 
the situation and respond to the audience.”

“The Joker is the most important, responsible person in the performance. He has to be 100% attentive 
the whole time to know what’s going on and what will happen next. The Joker must be a person who 
can handle any situation as it comes, he must have the talent to work out these situations. The Joker 
has to deal with the people and so he must be close to the people. At the same time, he has to know if 
these people are expressing their genuine thoughts. He must use his common sense.”

One of the theatre trainers said: “this is a very demanding role which needs to be engaging, motivating 
and capable of quick decisions on stage… It would be fair to say that there were no “natural” 
facilitators in [this particular] group or at least in those who volunteered to attempt the role. Some 
were misled by the word “joker”, which refers to the playing pack card rather than “one who tells 
jokes” (or indeed the character in the Batman films). Others tended to talk too much at the audience 
rather than engage them in debate.”

The theatre group’s trainers also saw that age was an issue with the groups and expressed some 
concern: “the age range included members over thirty, who were parents and had experience of the 
workplace. Rather too many, for this kind of theatre work, were relatively young and, although eager, 
lacked the necessary life experience to really discuss with village people the intricacies of their 
problems.”74

The audience members themselves were less concerned about all of this debate, and showed 
appreciation for the relevance and responsiveness of the performances:

“It was a good performance. I have seen some plays that have no meaning and not worth watching. 
Palama was not like that. It is a meaningful drama - you can get some examples and lessons for your 
life.”75

“The whole drama was good. It is a meaningful, exemplary drama for both parents and children to 
make their lives. And it tells you how to start a business with the money available in your hand.”76

“I thought and I felt that it was certainly my story... My husband also drank and I had a hard life. It is 
important to make husbands aware not to drink. I particularly remember the scene where the husband 
harassed his wife, drank a lot and tried to get what she earned out of her. I liked that because I also 
had the same experience. I actually did not go there to watch the play I went there to sell peanuts but I 
stopped selling and watched the play instead.”77

                                                
74  Forum Theatre Trainers’ report, March 2007
75  Sinhala Buddhist Non-Entrepreneur Woman
76  Sinhala Buddhist Non-Entrepreneur Man
77  Sinhala Buddhist Entrepreneur Woman
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“I liked both plays – both are related to what happens in society. Katherine’s character was acted very 
well. She took money from the money lender. She did her best to take care of her children. The man 
takes even that money from her. There are people like that here. In fact a man like that just died a few 
days ago here.”78

“It was very good and meaningful. They acted really well. They had chosen characters that you 
normally meet in society.”79

Some MSE Forum members80 were less convinced that the actors were experienced enough when they 
noted:

“This in-born [responsive] quality – it is a very very difficult task to do well. You need to take people 
and keep them, watch them for a month, to analyse their qualities, to see who are the leaders, who 
does the reading, who knows about drama.”

“There was a bit of a mismatch between real life characters and the stereotyped drama characters. 
For example, some features of adult motherhood were missing, in terms of language, and of costume, 
body shape and physical appearance. The girls in the group are younger, but they can do the 
characters it’s because of these issues that the characters weren’t portrayed very well.”

“We wanted the theatre group to have a workshop with us first, to look at what kind of script 
according to the needs of the people in the particular area. For example, one of the performances I 
saw was of a mother with young boys going to work in the Middle East. We’ve been seeing that story 
for three decades now, it’s not a new thing. There’s different issues now….”

“This Palama group can be considered as trained robots, as mechanised people. They don’t have all 
the skills or knowledge to be able to adjust to the situation. For example, I saw a performance with 
many people from the Catholic community in the audience, who said to the group that they didn’t want 
the Lord Buddha greetings they were offering. With such a scenario, the whole drama collapsed.”

Clearly, Palama threw up a range of responses to the appropriateness and precision of its messages. 
Subtle issues between maintaining artistic integrity, an ability to provoke and a sense of ownership 
over the production by the theatre groups were at play. How can Palama develop and maintain a 
realistic risky edginess whilst paying attention to issues of (for example) gender stereotyping? How to 
balance valuable input from MSE Forum members and District Offices against the threat of scripts 
being designed, made bland and possibly even spoiled, by committee?

                                                
78  Sinhala Buddhist Non-Entrepreneur Man
79  Sinhala Catholic Entrepreneur Man
80  In discussion, July 2008
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An extra note on gender

Gender (relating to masculine and feminine archetypes) and sex (relating to women and men as human 
beings) issues manifested in many ways throughout Palama. Sometimes what happened on stage was 
mirrored off stage, sometimes the groups challenged prevailing gender stereotype, and it others they 
reflected them back to their audiences. However conscious or unconscious of the issue the performers 
and characters are on stage, they are “doing gender” all the time.

Women on stage were sometimes shown as strong and sensible, at others whining and weak. Some 
male characters were shown as useless drunks, and others as thoughtful decision-makers. Where 
Forum Theatre requires archetypal characteristics to be seen on stage (working with issues that can 
have gender dimensions such as power-over, victimisation, ambition, care, thoughtfulness, greed), 
sometimes the Theatre Companies slipped into stereotypes instead (working with issues that can have 
sex dimensions such as the man who spends the family money on drink, the woman who is a exploited 
and so on). The line between the two is a fine one. What seems to be important is the freeing up of 
conversation at all levels of Palama in order for these distinctions to be openly discussable.

The women in one of the Theatre Companies said: “Women’s issues are absolutely represented 
enough – the women have got the best characters to play, and most of the people who come forward to 
participate are women”; whilst those working in another district said: “to a certain extent, it is true 
that there are gender issues in the group. When it comes to the characters in the plays, it is true to 
some extent that there is some unfairness around women and gender”. The men responded: “Yes, 
there may be some truth here, but when it comes to selecting characters it depends on the person and 
the level of their participation in the acting… The gender issues also depend on the script, for example, 
one of our performances is about the fishing industry, which mainly employs men”81.

The majority of ILO Enter-Growth decision makers were men, most of the theatre group members 
were men. On the other hand, the background research was done by women, the campaign was 
designed under the leadership of a woman, a woman was involved as the main adviser on scripts, and 
the campaign director was a woman. In the exchange between these different individuals there was 
therefore a lot of potential for gender issues to be uncovered and reflected in the campaign. 

One reason this was especially important was that in many sectors in the districts businesses were 
nearly all women owned, led and staffed: “enterprise development is the objective of our organisation, 
and we mainly work with women. We have around 3800 shareholders, especially women making eco-
baskets for tea and spice packaging… we have been running for 25 years and in addition, we have 
another 250+ enterprises, mostly owned by women, with various levels of ownership”82. 
Others involved in the project83 also commented on gender issues in various ways:

“I don’t think they’re done enough to understand and reach sufficient women.”

“There were lots of issues about gender in the Theatre Companies. To a degree they were starting to 
face up to these issues. If you’d had ‘real’ development people working on this project they’d have 
spotted this dynamic earlier.”

                                                
81  Palama Theatre Company Actors, July 2008.
82  ILO Enter-Growth district MSE Forum Member, July 2008.
83  These quotations are from various ILO, Palama and Enter-Growth team members and subcontractors, July 2008.






