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 Radical Performance/Social Practice? 

‘We are in the middle of a long war - seemingly eternal - for the humanisation of the dispossessed.  
This long road begins with the restoration of the artistic capacity within each person.’  

                    Augusto Boal, 1998.75 

Pablo Helguera (2011) proposes socially engaged art contributes to social change, ‘by attaching 
itself to subjects and problems that normally belong to other disciplines, moving them temporarily 
into a space of ambiguity’76. This possibility for theatre and performance to embrace complexity, 
contradiction and paradox is central to the work of theatre practitioners from Brecht to Boal. 
Where breaking down the fourth wall brings performance directly into the ‘social sphere’: 
presenting audiences with the possibility to develop the critical detachment that might eventually 
lead to direct  ‘social action’.   

Suggesting it was the early division between spectator and performance that originally destroyed 
theatre’s capacity for engaging with social change, Boal argues in the Preface to the (2000) edition 
of ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’, that, ‘In the beginning theatre was the dithyrambic song: free 
people singing in the open air’. Only later, ‘the ruling classes took possession… and built their 
dividing walls. First they divided the people, separating actors from spectators: people who act and 
people who watch – the party is over! Secondly, among the actors, they separated the protagonists 
from the mass. The coercive indoctrination began!’77 

In the UK, the conscious connection between social change and the arts was originally influenced 
by the Romantic poets’ engagement with the life of the ‘common man’, and later informed by the 
19th century Arts and Craft movement’s set of artistic principles for living and working.  What 
Walter Crane describes as: 

‘A protest against the turning of men into machines against artificial distinctions in art, and against 
making the immediate market value or possibility of profit the chief test of artistic merit. It also 
advances the claim of all and each to the common possession of beauty in things common and 
familiar.’ 

The establishment of Unity Theatre and Joan Littlewood and Ewan McColl’s Action Theatre 
programmes in the 1930s placed participative and collaborative performance firmly within 
broader social initiatives seeking to attain better working and living conditions for participants.  
And, even if Keyne’s (1946) view of the Arts Council’s purpose: ‘an opportunity for common man 
to feel one with...a community finer, more gifted, more splendid...than he can be by himself’ 78, are 
more than suspect, its establishment in 1945 helped ensure access participation in art, music, 
theatre and literature and became one of the key 20th century signifiers of progress towards a more 
equal and fair society.    

The 1960s cross-fertilisation of counter culture, new art forms and radical content meant 
performing artists, in particular, began to build new relationships with the communities in which 
they found themselves living. Peter Cheeseman’s Victoria Theatre at Stoke-on-Trent and the 
community dramas of John Arden and Margaretta D’ Arcy exemplify the new models for arts 
institutions and performance practice that began to emerge.  For a short time cultural action and 
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what was termed ‘community arts’ were synonymous.  If, however, the community theatre 
movement continued to grow throughout the ‘70s, a division began to emerge between those 
companies who still saw themselves as firmly based in their local communities, such as Footsbarn 
and 7.84, and those whose work focused more on what Kershaw identifies as, ‘communities of 
interest’79 (women’s theatre, black theatre, gay theatre).   

By the end of the ‘80s and beginning of the ’90s, despite the focus on local community 
engagement that took place under the GLC in London, and the community plays of people like 
Anne Jellico, Kershaw notes the fragmentation of radicalism and a move towards ‘spectacle’ and 
the celebratory, in which he includes the work of Welfare State International.   

Much current literature on performance and participation focuses on what is increasingly termed 
‘Applied Theatre’ and the practice of companies such as Clean-Break, Cardboard Citizens or 
Geese Theatre dealing with the politics of race, gender, sexuality, disability or individual social 
issues.  In her recent work on ethics and participation, Rifkin (2010)80 highlights both its radical 
antecedents and the current diversity of the practice: 

‘The practice…takes place in a wide variety of employment, political, social and community 
settings and practitioners come from a variety of backgrounds. Practitioners may be professional 
theatre performers and directors, dedicated trained facilitators, or professionals from other 
backgrounds e.g. social work or education.’ 

The impetus for much of the work Jackson (2007)81 suggests as having largely shifted away from 
seeking a, ‘radical change in the social order’, to attempting a change in, ‘action, behaviour or 
opinion, or even just attitude’ generates, ‘new understandings about the world for an identifiable 
audience (with identifiable needs, concerns or interests)’, making a difference to ‘their lives and 
the way they see the world around them.’  

Social Practice 
It is perhaps in the cross-over between the visual and performing arts, social activism and what is 
increasingly identified as ‘social practice’ that the radical tradition of mixing creativity and social 
protest might be said to have re-emerged.  For example, the Occupy Movement’s creative seizure 
of public space and its elision of art as well as activism has revived the idea that performance is a 
central part of engaging with civil society. As well as the digital element of the Arab Spring built on 
the public art practice of the streets of Eastern European resistance to communist regimes. 

Social activists, as well as those artists wanting to tackle social issues, have found within the 
performing arts a method of working that is generous enough to encapsulate the aesthetic, the 
problematic and the political at the same time.   Seizing the possibility to work in cross-disciplinary 
ways that, ‘freely blur the lines among object making, performance, political activism, community 
organizing, environmentalism and investigative journalism,’ artists engaged in ‘social practice’ are 
‘creating a deeply participatory art that often flourishes outside the ... system.’82 
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Aaron Landsman’s agonistic City Council Meeting, subtitled, ‘Performed Participatory 
Democracy’, is one example.  Creating the piece afresh for every city where it is presented, 
Landsman and his collaborators work with local artists, activists, government officials and other 
citizens to recreate a council meeting.  Before the performance they spend time in each city, 
speaking to the community, identifying current and pressing issues for the particular community 
(standardised testing and the quality of public schooling in New York) and then combine verbatim 
text with improvisation to create a participatory experience that tackles the questions.  As noted by 

one critic, the resulting piece was ‘just as messy, awkward, tense, tedious, enraging, dramatic and 
complicated as American politics itself.’83 

Referencing the work of companies, such as Rimini Protokoll, the Builders Association and Paul 
Chan’s Waiting for Godot in New Orleans (see Case Studies section) Shannon Jackson, in ‘Social 
Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics’84 examines the creative blurring that is happening 
between ‘post-studio’ arts and what Lehmann named ‘postdramatic theatre’. 85    Although not 
directly concerned with participatory work, Shannon is mostly critiquing the work of visual artists 
who have moved towards performance, she nevertheless offers an interesting analysis of what this 
re-positioning of ‘performance’ outside the theatre space might mean for practice in the 21st 
century. 
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