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The Changing Nature of Political Theatre

By Dan Friedman

There are those who maintain that the phrase “political theatre” is meaningless because all theatre is political.  I would be the first to agree.  Since the core of theatre is the live performance of social conflict before a live audience, its political nature is obvious.  Directly or indirectly, theatre, which, among other things is a social gathering, explores rules of behavior, social relations, and the uses and transformations of power. 

That said, there has been, over the last 150 years or so, a historical basis for specifically labeling some theatre “political.” Since the emergence of the socialist movement in the mid-Nineteenth Century there has existed a current within theatre that self-consciously explored rules of behavior, social relations, and the uses and transformations of power from the perspective of trying to change them. 

One could reasonably date the origins of this tendency in the theatre to the performance of a play by Frederick Engels. at a Festival of German Workers Societies in Brussels in 1847.  The play was about mismanagement in a small German state and the overthrow of the prince by a people’s revolution.
  Explicitly political theatre, indeed, theatre with revolutionary intent, continued through the agit-prop workers’ theatres of the early Twentieth Century, the learning plays and Epic Theatre of Bertolt Brecht and his collaborators from the 1920s on, and the ritualistic performance of the Living Theatre and others in the 1960s and ‘70s.  In the mainstream commercial theatre, numerous playwrights—including the Europeans Gerhart Hauptmann, Henrik Ibsen, George Bernard Shaw, Maxim Gorky, David Hare and the Americans John Howard Lawson, Lillian Hellman, Clifford Odets and Arthur Miller—became known for plays that, if not revolutionary in intent, were clearly critical of the status quo. There were also playwrights and theatres in the United States in the 1970s, ’80s and ’90s that focused on the concerns of the Blacks, Latinos, gays and women. Taken together this what was referred to as “political theatre” in the 20th Century. 

What all this theatre had in common was not content or performance style but the fact that it explored the relationship between what is and what the theatre artists hoped for in the future. Whether directly enacting an alternative to the world as it is or critiquing the status quo from the perspective of an assumed better or ethically superior place, modern political theatre was dependent on ideology. Its vision and/or its critique were based on a systematic set of ideas and values that provided the artist with an imagined future better than the present.  Given the influence during this period of Marxism, which viewed itself as the apex of scientific humanism, it is not surprising that most political theatre of the 20th Century was inspired by, borrowed from or was a reaction to Marxist ideology.

The collapse of communism and the ascendancy of postmodernism have robbed political theatre artists (and others, of course) of the certainties of ideology. Yet these changes have not done away with political and social discontent or with the role of theatre as a social forum for the exploration of these discontents.  Political theatre has not, as far as we can tell, disappeared. However, it is transforming. 

What is emerging, I think, is a non-ideological political theatre.  Admittedly, given that politics has so long been defined by ideology, the phrase “non-ideological political theatre” may at first seem an oxymoron.  Yet the social processes that change rules of behavior, reorganize social relations and transform the nature of power obviously can, and at various times in history have, proceeded without an ideological map.  So, presumably, can a theatre self-consciously concerned with social change continue to explore those issues without the guiding hand of ideology.  While the modernist ideologically driven political theatre explored the relationship between what is and what a particular ideology led the artist to hope for, the new, if you will, postmodern political theatre explores a related, but qualitatively different, relationship—the relationship between what is and what-is-becoming.  

This shift is in some ways subtle, but is, on closer examination, I believe, profound. Without ideological determinism, political theatre ceases to be either predictive or didactic.  Instead of approaching theatre as a tool for a result (that is, instrumentally)—to teach a lesson, to inspire social activism, to provide insight into social reality, to change consciousness, whatever—the new political theatre approaches performance as simultaneously a tool and a result. Instead of teaching a lesson, it creates a social/artistic experience. People will do many and unpredictable things with the same shared experience.  Thus the emerging political theatre becomes less of a classroom and more, in the words of Heiner Müller, a “social laboratory of the imagination,” an experiment in which artists and audience can play with possibility.
 

This shift can perhaps most easily be seen in terms of dramatic structure.  For much of the two and a half millennium of its history, the theatre has been concerned with resolution, the resolution of social conflict on stage.  This was as true of political theatre, which sought resolution on terms favorable to the oppressed, as it was of mainstream theatre, which provided resolution on terms implicitly favorable to the status quo. The need to resolve provided an overarching architecture to a wide variety of specific theatrical structures.

This has begun to change. For the last two decades or so, a wide range of politically-engaged playwright/directors—among them Anne Bogart, Caryl Churchill, Richard Foreman, Heiner Müller and Fred Newman—have been writing plays which refuse resolution on the grounds that providing a resolution implies providing an answer, and pretending or assuming to have an answer would, for these playwrights, be dishonest.  This refusal to resolve makes them no less political, but it does make them less ideological.

These playwrights have begun to substitute performed conversation for dramatic conflict, Conversation is more open ended than any dramatic structure; it can wander virtually anywhere and still remain interesting, in fact, its openness is part of what makes it interesting. 

Churchill in Cloud 9 (1979), for example, uses roughly the same set of characters (while changing the age, sex and race of some of them) to set up her two acts as two distinct narratives separated by 100 years; the conflicts of neither act are resolved.  Instead the two halves of the play, in essence, have a conversation with each other, in the process of which they comment upon and transform each other.  Similarly, Newman in Mr. Hirsch Died Yesterday (1986) tells the same story three times with three different takes on the play’s action, characters and issues, approximating for the stage what cubism did for the plastic arts—the viewing of the action from various angles simultaneously.  

Many other of Newman’s plays begin with the trappings of a realist story only to transition into a conversation about the narrative’s unresolved conflicts. Sean Cook in The Drama Review in 2003, concluded that Newman, was, therefore, a bad playwright. Newman, Cook wrote, finds it, “difficult to write a cohesive play with an effective ending. … in this regard his plays become frustrating … [it is] the frustration of an audience member confronted with a poorly constructed play.”
  By the standards of modernist drama and traditional political theatre, Cook is no doubt correct. However, he has entirely missed the shift in the nature of political theatre. 

This rejection of resolution has everything to do with approaching the theatre piece as an exploration of what is in relation to what-is-becoming.  For the old political theatre, resolution was projection (however subtly it may have been rendered) of what the artist hoped for or was warning against.  The postmodern political artist is, in Müller’s words, “neither a dope nor a hope dealer,”
 and focuses instead on the process of what is (or might be) coming into being.

“I don’t think anyone ever resolves anything—personally or socially or intellectually or whatever,” Newman has said.  “I think people create the illusion that they’ve resolved something for the purposes of getting a grant or getting published or getting a production or getting a good night’s sleep. My reason for not resolving things on stage is that I think it requires a falsification of what the world is like. That’s precisely what the theatre has been doing of 2,500 years and that’s why theatre as it currently exists is a profoundly conservative institution.  I want nothing to do with resolution.”

Müller’s later texts, and virtually all of Foreman’s plays, go even further in challenging traditional dramatic structures, doing away with narrative (and hence the question of resolution) altogether. Foreman put it this way, “I’m continually concerned with taking whatever statement is there, ‘Rhonda, you look beautiful tonight’ and adding a ‘Yes, But’…staging a possible alternative to whatever’s said.”
  In Paula Vogel’s characterization, the postmodern playwright “…expose[s] the contradictions that we are aware of in the play as we write it (and rely on the process of production to further find and critique the contradictions we are blind to), we layer the work with multiple meanings, we defamiliarize closure.”
 

One of the primary “closures” of modernist ideology has been the individual—self-contained, distinct from, and often in conflict with, the mass.  However, having begun to “defamiliarize closure,” the postmodern political playwrights have come to question the stability, or if you will, the resolution, of the individual as well.  Speaking of Müller’s approach to character, Robert Wilson said, “What interests me about Heiner’s plays is that there is so much freedom…Sometimes you don’t even know who is to speak the lines—a man, a woman, an old person, a young person—whether it’s a setting on the moon or New York or wherever.”
  

Referring to the characters in Foreman’s plays, Marc Robinson, has said, “Nothing ever coalesces in their world.  Just as they settle, grow familiar with one another, and understand what is at stake, the action stops short – only to start over in a different place.  The chronic disruptions make it difficult even to recognize Foreman’s characters as characters.  They reinvent themselves with every sentence, acquiring new virtues and vices, discarding their original beliefs before they (or we) have examined them adequately.  They sever relationships with one another and welcome distraction.  Sometimes, they even change their names.  The entire play seems to shed a skin–and then another skin, and still one more.”
 

Probably the most important skin that the new political theatre is attempting to shed is that of the theatre itself.  If, as Newman, following George Thomson, posits and others have implied, theatre is essentially a conservative institution that has historically served to resolve on stage social conflicts that are irresolvable in society, 
 then a serious political artist must look not simply at aesthetic issues but also at the relationship of her or his artistic innovation to the social organization of theatre in which those aesthetic changes are taking place.

Here it becomes far more difficult to make generalizations about the emerging non-ideological political theatre.  Theatre is a complex and expensive institution and most artists, even those interested in radical social change, take the current organization of theatre as a given.  They seek, for example, like Paula Vogel or Tony Kushner, to get their work produced in the commercial or regional non-profit theatre, or they make use of government, foundation and corporate grants to establish a theatre for the production of their own work as, for example, Richard Foreman has done.

What remains unchallenged in all of this aesthetic upheaval is the audience’s relation to the work.  The funding for the production of the art remains top-down and the audience member remains a consumer.  While content and form may change within a particular production or even throughout the body of an artist’s work, what remains unchanged is the institution of the theatre.  Conflicts may remain unresolved on stage, but the stage in relation to the larger society remains in harmonious closure.

The Castillo Theatre, which I helped to found 22 years ago, is an attempt to challenge that closure.  Theatre, after all, is essentially a social activity, not a literature. From the start we, as politically committed artists, believed our primary task to be the reorganization of that social activity.  We have succeeded in creating a theatre that is funded entirely funded through membership, ticket sales and donations from thousands of supporters. 

Castillo is part of a larger non-profit cultural production house called the All Stars Project, which includes under its umbrella the a number of other performance based programs including: All Starts Talent Show Network, which involves some 13,000 young people in neighborhood talent shows each year; the Development School for Youth, in which high school juniors and seniors learn performance appropriate to business world through a 13-week series of workshops and site visits taught by business executives who volunteer their time; and Youth Onstage!, which produces political theatre with young actors, aged 14 to 21, and includes a free after school performance training program.  It is this network of interconnecting organizations and projects and their enormous reach to community groups, youth programs, schools, business leaders, theatre artists and political activists that constitutes the core of Castillo’s audience and our community.  How our theatre was built in conjunction with that community is the key to its political nature.

Those of us who founded the Castillo Theatre and the All Stars Talent Show Network back in 1984 met as community organizers and political activists.  Some, like me, had theatre backgrounds, others, like Fred Newman, a former philosophy professor, didn’t, but we were all interested in generating cultural environments that would allow people who don’t usually have the opportunity to create culture to do so.  This was the early 1980s; Ronald Regan had just been elected president and was cutting back federal funding to the arts, particularly to community-based arts projects. Political theatres that had been active in the 1970s had their funding from the National Endowment for the Arts cut off and literally disappeared overnight. We never wanted to be in that position. 

So we did what we, as community organizers, knew how to do; we set up tables on street corners and started talking to passers-by.  When it got too cold on the street, we moved to the subway platforms.  We set up a canvassing operation, going up and down halls in apartment buildings knocking on every door.  On the weekends we rented cars and some of us went to the suburbs and canvassed.  We worked neighborhoods all over the New York metropolitan area.

For the first decade or so of Castillo’s and the Talent Show’s existence we ran this operation seven days a week. We were all volunteers and this street work was done in the evenings after our paying jobs. The “we” who did this work was all of us—actors, directors, designers, playwrights, people who weren’t theatre artists but thought this was an important project.  After the first decade the All Stars Project had a data base of some 400,000 people who had given at least $10 and we gradually transitioned to a primarily phone operation.  In  2004 the All Stars Project was able to purchase and renovate a $11.7 million a three-theater performing arts complex on 42nd Street near Times Square—all of it raised on our terms, through individual contributions, without government or corporate patronage. 

We built our audience and our funding base simultaneously through intense, long-term community outreach.  It is important to note that this audience and funding base is diverse in terms of ethnicity, class and politics. Because we did our outreach in virtually every neighborhood in the metropolitan area we succeeded in organizing all sorts of people. Since we moved to 42nd Street, with the media suddenly paying attention, our audience has grown significantly in numbers and begun to include more traditional theatre-goers. 

This heterogeneous grouping comes not because they agree with everything said on Castillo’s stage or because they necessarily like our aesthetic experimentation; they come because they like the fact that we are bringing together such disparate social groupings. They like that we are generating conversations on important social issues. They like that we don’t take government money. They like that they can see people, especially young people from poor communities, growing through their work with us. Our audience comes for all sorts of reasons, and whatever their political orientation, their ethnic or sexual identity or their social strata, they enjoy being challenged in the context of a theatre that they have helped to build.

This creates a very different social dynamic than was the case with earlier political theatres.  The San Francisco Mime Troupe or the Living Theatre, the leading American political theatres of the 1960s and ‘70s, for example, played, for the most part, to like-minded people. Their productions helped to rally and focus and perhaps to educate those who shared a common ideology.  Our non-ideological plays do not project a common, ideologically generated, hope. Instead, they, like much of the other new political theatre—from Müller to Foreman—raise questions and explore what we see coming-into-being. The difference between Castillo and the other postmodern political theatres and theatre artists is the environment, the context, the process through which the theatre is being created and received. 

The history of Castillo’s bottom-up restructuring of the social dynamic of theatre addresses a dilemma of that political theatre has faced for the last hundred years. While it has striven to influence masses of people, fewer and fewer people have been attending the theatre. Theatre in the 20th Century ceased to be a popular art form. Film and television have replace it as the primary dramatic outlet of the vast majority of the population.  This has proven to be an ongoing frustration for theatre artists in general and for political theatre people in particular.  What kind of political impact can you expect to have if only a tiny percentage of the population experiences theatre at all?

At the beginning of the 21st Century, there are two major trends in theatre. One is the big spectacle, the theme park type of theatre that dominates Broadway, Las Vegas and the major touring companies. This type of theatre, due to expense, and the need its investors feel to appeal to what they consider the safest common denominator is rarely political in the sense discussed here. The other direction theatre is taking is toward aesthetically refined and self-referential niche of high culture, similar for example to chamber music, which has a passionate—but small—segment of the population educated to appreciate and support it.  This latter category is where most contemporary political theatre finds itself.  While this certainly doesn’t negate its artistic innovations, it does raise questions about its ability to impact significantly.

Thus we believe that the most important contribution of Castillo to the theatre world is not its content or aesthetics, but its reorganization of the process of producing theatre through grassroots community organizing.  Castillo not only explores on stage rules of behavior, social relations and uses and transformations of power, it is itself an experiment in rules of behavior, social relations and the uses and transformations of power. This is what is most political and most radical about its work.  

Beyond that, we feel that the connection we have reestablished between community building and theatre building has significance not only for the survival of political theatre in a post-ideological age, but for the future of the theatre itself.  It is through this type of reorganizing of the production of theatre that it has any chance of becoming again significant part of civic life, or for that matter, of surviving as a meaningful popular art form at all.  
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