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Introduction
In considering what are the common denominators that govern the operations of communities, education and the arts today, it is hard to peer through the blanket that envelops each: namely the neoliberal economic model which, allowing for local adaptations, controls human actions all over the world in an ever increasing number of spheres. Beginning as the latest, monetarist application of capitalism in the 1970s under the tutelage of Milton Friedman and the Chicago Boys, it announced itself to the world via the events of September 11th 1973 in Chile and the subsequent Pinochet ‘experiment’ eagerly endorsed by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. In the intervening years the development of digital and satellite technologies, together with the removal of barriers to global financial transactions, have enabled transnational corporations (TNCs) to outstrip national governments as the engines of macroeconomics, thereby ensuring the dominance of neoliberalism unencumbered by any of the regulatory functions previously undertaken by democratic regimes on behalf of their electorates.
Today Western governments operate largely as enablers of the corporations that have put them in power, even in the case of the U.S. Government, putting their own personnel into that government to make sure no gap could open up to permit misunderstandings about whose bidding is to be done. I suspect that even President Eisenhower when he coined the phrase ‘military-industrial complex’ did not envisage the day when the armed forces of the nation would be put at the service of Halliburton and Bechtel; in effect the security arm of the TNCs. Whilst the citizens of the U.S.A. may be content with this arrangement, though evidence is increasing that they are not, it is unlikely, as Noam Chomsky suggests, that this model ever serves the interests of the vast majority of the planet’s population:


One has to evaluate with caution the doctrines that dominate intellectual discourse, with 


careful attention to the argument, the facts, and the lessons of past and present history.


It makes little sense to ask what is “right” for particular countries as if these are entities


with common interests and values. And what may be right for people in the United 


States, with their unparalleled advantages, could well be wrong for others who have


much narrower scope of choices. We can, however, reasonably anticipate that what is


right for the people of the world will only by the remotest accident conform to the


plans of the “principal architects” of policy. And there is no more reason now than


there ever has been to permit them to shape the future in their own interests.
  
There is, however, a mighty machine at work day and night devoted to persuading people the world over that the interests of the TNCs and those of ‘ordinary’ people do, in fact, coincide. Neoliberalism attempts to invade the operation of our minds through the notion of intellectual property rights; having privatised all other elements of the public sphere – utilities, health, education, arts  -- it has now moved into the territory of the imagination; its fears and its desires:

The mental space in which people dream and act is largely occupied today by Western


imagery. The vast furrows of cultural monoculture left behind are, as in all monoculture,


both barren and dangerous. They have eliminated the innumerable varieties of being


human and have turned the world into a place deprived of adventure and surprise; the

‘Other’ has vanished with development. Moreover, the spreading monoculture has


eroded viable alternatives to the industrial, growth-oriented society and dangerously


crippled humankind’s capacity to meet an increasingly different future with

              creative responses.
 

Community Context
The discrediting of the concept of ‘community’ has antecedents that predate Margaret Thatcher’s pronouncement that ‘there is no such thing as society’ by several centuries. In the seventeenth century the Enlightenment, the conceptual framework that nourished the shoots of capitalism and announced the arrival of modernism, gradually brought about a major shift in the balance between the individual and the community in favour of the former. Reason, the defining quality of the modern man [sic] according to Enlightenment discourse, was located in the individual and, though its application might be directed towards social improvement, the reasonable man could now exert his talents to improve his lot in the world and receive his just rewards, if necessary at the expense of his neighbour. Communities became downgraded to convenient social organisations existing for the benefit of their members, from the powerful institutions that controlled most aspects of people’s lives in the medieval period.
With this process came the gradual erosion of social relations, exemplified in the mass movement of working people from small-scale local communities to the urban centres that supported the Industrial Revolution. Relations were now defined by the work patterns of the employer and workers were labour commodities rather than human beings. Marxism can be located within this situation, seeking new forms of organisation through the class solidarity of the victims of the industrial process. However, trade unions, for example, were not the new manifestation of the medieval guilds that oversaw the lives of members until the grave, but organisations specifically established to mitigate the effects of the new working practices that identified the working class as units of labour. A soviet is, in essence, a trade union and the Soviet Union was one nation’s response to the process of rapid industrialisation: an attempt to organise an entire economy from its component industrial parts rather than according to the dictates of its industrial magnates. Once the socialist impetus foundered on the rocks of state communism and its accompanying inefficiencies, its days as an alternative to capitalism were numbered. Today it might seem, indeed, that there is no alternative and while we are bombarded daily by advertisers and politicians alike with the word ‘choice’, we can choose whatever we want as long as we choose neoliberalism: the creed of personal choice without social consequence; the creed in the UK of ‘Blatcherism’. 
Nevertheless the relationship between private and public, individual and community, is never permanent or stable and the overworked term ‘community’ itself conceals many voices of difference and downright contradictions. Writing about the lack of public consultation over the plans for the London Olympics in 2012, George Monbiot speaks of the ‘paradox of regeneration’ which itself reveals the paradox of creating communities at the expense (literally) of other communities:


The paradox works like this. You regenerate an area in order to improve the lives of the poor.


You clean it up, reduce crime, improve the housing stock. The rich move in from 


neighbouring boroughs. House prices soar, rents rise and the poor are pushed out. The


developers congratulate themselves because the borough’s social indicators have risen; but


they have risen because the people the scheme was meant to help have been replaced by


yuppies.
 

Whatever the democratic intention, it turns out that government, local or national, becomes the agent through which the property developer makes their profit: profit over people. But the struggle between the contending forces within and between communities does not go away and though the reasons for forming into communities are constantly subject to change, there are aspects of the human personality that are fundamentally social. We can only define ourselves through reference to others as social beings and so we can never complete our stories as private, isolated individuals.

Chantal Mouffe has traced the roots of this tension between self-actualisation and social cohesion within the European tradition to the present where there are clear indications that the imbalance in the tension is threatening our capacity to generate a cohesive society. Even so, neither pole of this binary can ever be entirely extinguished since each resides in the heart of the other:


The distinction between private (individual liberty) and public (respublica) is maintained,


as is the distinction between individual and citizen, but they do not correspond to discrete


separate spheres. We cannot say: here end my duties as a citizen and begins my freedom


as an individual. Those two identities exist in a permanent tension that can never be


reconciled. But this is precisely the tension between liberty and equality that


characterizes modern democracy. It is the very life of such a regime and any attempt to


bring about a perfect harmony, to realize a ‘true’ democracy, can only lead to its


destruction.
 
Facilitators of community or applied theatre processes, as they tend to be labelled today, are familiar with this tension both as it manifests itself within a given group that is trying to identify itself as a community and between that community and the wider world in which it is located. Within a modern, representative democracy it is frequently a struggle for the applied theatre practitioner to find a group that is willing to set aside sufficient aspects of individuality to enable itself to coalesce as a community. This may, in part, explain why so much applied theatre takes place in contexts where the participants have little choice in the matter: schools, prisons and other types of closed setting. One of the joys of working in the ‘developing’, ‘emerging’ or whatever the current euphemism for ‘poor’ world, is the relative ease with which a community can be identified when extended family, racial and geographical ties are still strong. The habits of collectivity and social interaction, fundamentals of a theatre process, are still strong, though increasingly threatened, in many parts of the world.
Educational Context
The application of business practices to education has had a profound impact on the ways in which learning takes place. The commodification of education has enabled it to be sold to consumers at the expense of the tax payers or of the customer herself. Tests are applied to the customers as a means of checking whether the transfer of the knowledge that constitutes the material of the transaction has been successful; whether the client has, in fact, got it. The phrase ‘knowledge economy’ indicates vividly the extent to which the neoliberal business or transactional model has permeated education. The principal unit of currency in the educational system at all levels is the module which determines the framework within which the content of the learning is prescribed and, increasingly, the manner or style of that learning. It is now commonplace for descriptions of modules to include the learning outcomes; what the customer will have learnt by the close of the module regardless of the understandings brought to the module by the life experience of a particular customer or of any variables such as a teacher’s or other customers’ input. No allowance is made for these since the model is a transaction between the dispenser of the module, the institution, and the willing or involuntary customer, the learner. In this model knowledge is fixed, labelled and predictable or as Paulo Freire termed it ‘banked’.
Education is not undertaken to enhance understanding or to enable a fuller participation in the culture but rather to garner qualifications that become in effect a calibrated passport to the promised land of neoliberal opportunity; Harvard, Yale, M.I.T., Oxford, Cambridge, McGill permit the crossing of all boundaries until the boardroom door comes into view whereas institutions located less securely within the establishment landscape offer only limited access. However, the hierarchical principle operates at all levels of the pyramid from the nursery to the postgraduate seminar room. The emphasis is remorselessly upon testing what is known rather than on the arousing of intellectual curiosity, problem-solving and the stimulating of creativity:

This passive drilling is the most tremendous waste of lives, time and money. It’s the


reason for so much failure, bad behaviour and boredom….So many people would


like their children to be taught in ways that gave them genuine skills, enthusiasm


and the pleasure of discovery….But schools dare not teach major subjects differently


while the threat of being failed by Ofsted or falling down league tables looms. If the


Government and its critics really want to reduce failures in school and make this a more


equitable, better-educated nation, this is where reforms have to begin.
 
Unfortunately, the government, like those of most of the representative democracies within the neoliberal establishment, is only concerned to address failure within its system, not failure of the system. The madness of that system requires pupils to conform to insanity in order to succeed. It is a system geared to the training of people to take their economically productive place in a failing world. It has no interest in educating people to participate creatively in the worlds of their own naming (Freire). Notwithstanding the unremittingly hegemonic assault of the mass-media upon the consciousness of all citizens, it is in the field of education that the values and precepts of the dominant are most cunningly enshrined. This is why such efforts are taken to ensure that teachers teach only what they are told to teach and, increasingly, told how to teach it, lest in the gap between form and content some random weed of the subversive imagination might spring up. Educating children or adults for a life in a world which is not theirs, is, however, in the long run doomed. The components of the system are human: recalcitrant, disaffected, and, until blunted by consumerist blandishments, yearning for a fairer world. As the present system fails more and more of its people and, increasingly, the planet itself, so a different way of managing our affairs will have to be found. In the search for these other ways, education, in the proper sense of the concept – a co-intentional, dialogical, learner-centred pedagogy – will have a key role to play in unlocking the creativity and imagination of young people so that they can determine the agendas for change.
The Context of the Arts
This is the kind of experience recorded by Diane Conrad of the Department of Secondary Education, University of Alberta when working with young people who have been labelled ‘at risk’ by the formal education system.
 By engaging with the youthful defectors from the constraints of ‘banking’ education, Professor Conrad discovered that the term ‘at risk’ needed to be stood on its head. Although from the institutional  perspective the young people were at risk of falling out of the school system, from their own perspective they constituted a risk to the system itself by highlighting its irrelevance, rigidity and absence of creativity. Once again the dominant decrees that people fail the system rather than the system failing people. However, when the pedagogic transaction is grounded in the lived experience of the learners, they respond with imagination, wit and energy. Because the agenda for participation is controlled by the previously powerless, the process is indeed ‘risky’ in the sense that all worthwhile art runs the risk of challenging preconceptions and causing disturbance to both participants and audience. Professor Conrad concludes:

Ultimately then, whether risky or resistant youth behaviour proves detrimental to the


school experiences and lives of youth, whether it presents a risk or not has as much


to do with how we view youth behaviour as the behaviour itself.


Popular theatre offers a means for youth to express, explore and evaluate  their own


and each other’s perceptions and understandings of the world. In such performance


there is the potential for change. By actively creating drama, youth learn that like


drama our social reality is constructed and can be reconstructed. By creating roles


for themselves through drama, youth can create new roles for themselves in life,


beyond those prescribed by society, such as the roles defined by the label ‘at-risk’. 
 
This refusal to wear the designated label and accept the category in this instance offers an example in practice of  Freire’s notion of ‘naming the world’. Much popular or community theatre is concerned with this function: to enable communities that do not normally have access to the organs of power to express their reality in their own languages, unmediated by the usual gatekeepers from the corporations, the government, the churches or the school boards.
In Performing Communities Robert Leonard and Ann Kilkelly present eight case studies of grassroots, ensemble theatres across the U.S.A.
 The title announces the simultaneous process of putting the experience of a community on stage and of creating a community through the process of performance. This is the double action that is always present in this art form and which accounts for the way in which the process brings art, community and education together, crossing the boundaries between fact and fiction in order that a new, changed social reality can emerge which may, in turn, enable participants and audience to cross the boundaries of self-censorship or social fragmentation. One of the groups presented in the book, Carpetbag Theater Company from Knoxville, Tennessee, provide the following company statement:

To give artistic voice to the undeserved – address the issues and dreams of people


who have historically been silenced by racism, classism, sexism and ageism; tell


the stories of empowerment; celebrate our culture; and reveal hidden stories.

The emphasis upon story is significant for in reshaping our daily experience as a story we declare ourselves as artists, ordering the chaos of that experience artfully to strengthen the impact of the communication. This accords closely with Bertolt Brecht’s notion of Epic Theatre, the form which he evolved in order to show social reality as capable of transformation through the actions of people. The dialectical relationship between performers and community that Carpetbag’s artistic director, Linda Parris-Bailey articulates echoes Brecht’s own praxis in his Lehrstücke:

There is a difference between a storyteller and a liar. So, we’re trying to be


storytellers, not liars. The importance of that relationship is key. It reshapes


the story. If we are not getting the truth,…there is feedback from the community.


Now, the community sometimes is challenged and needs to be challenged, and


sometimes they don’t like that. But that’s all a part of how we all grow. So, it’s


not that we have to constantly please, what we constantly are working for is to


strike the familiar in terms of what the community has told us and return it to 


the community. 
 
This confrontation with truth, with the contradictions which the consumerist massage of the dominant strives constantly to elide but which the art of the community constantly sharpens, is closely allied to the action of Verfremdung, the counter-hegemonic process of rendering the familiar strange in order that it may be subjected to a curious and critical analysis from which change may grow. The native company, WagonBurner Theater Troop operates in this way as their very name indicates; at once an ironic reference back to the Hollywood savages and a very present reminder of the company’s potential for starting a fire in the comfort zones of their audiences, both native and white. As Kilkelly suggests, there is plenty of scope for risk in this work:

They do court the edge, deliberately. As hilarious as the image of the Bingo Lady 


handing out Salvation Army clothes as “prizes” actually is, it is a painful reiteration 


of experience for reservation audiences. White audiences may recognize the insult


in their own “charity.” Indians may laugh in recognition of a behavior that has


demeaned them. The hilarity of satire, in time-honored fashion, exposes, in an


ostensibly “palatable” way (thinking of Jonathan Swift) the viciousness of human


behavior. Laughter, in this case, at Princess Wannabuck or the Bingo Lady,


involves an acknowledgement of what satire reveals. Such edgy comedy has a


feeling of payback and analysis. The act of acknowledgement, of saying, or


feeling “Yes, I understand,” while splitting a gut laughing, seems like an incredible


balancing act, or, a trickster’s magic that has power to sustain curiosity and


satisfy anger. 

The analogy with the trickster gives a valuable insight into the function of community theatre today. The performers, like tricksters of olden times, invite the audience to inhabit two worlds simultaneously: their own daily existence, grained to greyness by habit and another which, though almost familiar, shape changes into a fictional world of possibility and transformation. It is a reminder to audiences that our material world is in a continual state of flux and that ‘the whirligig of Time brings in his revenges’.
At its best community theatre, popular theatre, theatre for development – call it what you will – closes the gap between the participants’ and audiences’  lived experience and the aesthetic processes involved in the recasting of that experience in a fictional form which reveals its possibilities for change. Writing of contemporary township theatre in South Africa, Gay Morris captures the essence of this symbiosis:


Township living contributes not only to the content but also to the method of playmaking.

Winding alleyways, tiny homes, bursting at the seams with extended families and


dependents, hair cuts, puncture repairs and furniture retailing happening on the same


roadside verge in close proximity, cooking and washing undertaken outdoors: these


everyday experiences, along with communal dance, song and storytelling, validate


and reinforce communicative sociality and the notion that perceptions and lived


experiences are not as much individually, as jointly, owned. Possibilities and problems


of daily living – the essential stuff of theatre – can be digested and refashioned in a


discursive, collective social process rather than cogitated upon in isolation from


everyday social interaction.

This emphasis upon the collective nature of experience draws attention, by contrast, to the challenge involved in trying to create theatre in ‘developed’ societies characterised by isolation, fragmentation and the increasing erosion of public space. In such societies the very act of making theatre, a fundamentally collective process, can result in the (re)creating of the participants as a community. The process itself reawakens our social instincts as humans, reminds us of what we have been missing and directs that species memory towards a creative analysis of our predicament. This is the type of application of a community theatre making process to the underlying social movements that destroy and remake that same community which Richard Andrews describes in his case study of Teatro Povero in Monticchiello, Tuscany, Italy:

The message was that the generation of ex-mezzadri might soon be coming to an end,


but that in Monticchiello at least they had used the theatre to come to terms with their 


lives, past and present, and were not going to abandon their identity or their self-


knowledge. The other Tuscans who formed the majority of their audience had clearly


seen their own history articulated by this one small village over the years, and had


experienced indeed a level of empowerment. The danger of sterile nostalgia always


threatens, perhaps; but communities, like individuals, must ultimately be allowed to


use their own past for whatever purpose they choose. It is, after all, the only one


they have. To dramatise it, ruefully and ironically as well as nostalgically, is more


productive than to forget it.

What these varied examples express in common is the desire of the community to use a theatre process to articulate a history and to offer a social analysis which runs counter to the master-narrative of neoliberalism. In doing so the performances become a site for the practical exploration of the relations between community, education and art. The collective energy emanating from the concentration upon an agreed goal results in a crossing and recrossing of epistemological boundaries that prove, in the event, to be no more than the redundant guard-posts of the dominant.
Conclusion
Why does it matter whether or not communities continue to explore alternatives to the neoliberal model; to seek for real choices as opposed to the cosmetic ones on offer in the retail, financial, educational or health markets of monetarist capitalism; to be prepared to demonstrate that another world is possible? It matters because our survival depends upon it. Continued addiction to a bankrupt model is the path to species suicide. Just as the planet cannot survive without biodiversity, so we cannot survive without the adaptability that comes from the exercise of the creative imagination in a constantly evolving dialectic with the changing environment. Jared Diamond concludes his study Collapse: how Societies Choose to Fail or Survive by identifying two major choices: ‘Two types of choices seem to me to have been crucial in tipping their outcomes towards success or failure: long-term planning, and willingness to reconsider core values.’ Of the latter choice he writes:

The other crucial choice illuminated by the past involves the courage to make painful


decisions about values. Which of the values that formerly served a society well can


continue to be maintained under new changed circumstances? Which of those


treasured values must instead be jettisoned and replaced with different approaches?


the Greenland Norse refused to jettison part of their identity as a European, 


Christian, pastoral society, and they died as a result. In contrast, Tikopia Islanders


did have the courage to eliminate their ecologically destructive pigs, even though


pigs are the sole large domestic animal and a principal status symbol of Melanesian


societies.

Community theatre will not, on its own, drive the capitalist swine over the cliff but it can, at best, offer us a glimpse of what a world without them might look like.     
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