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Theatre is the “living” world of fiction, where nothing is what it seems. If the spectator grasped the crude reality of what is happening behind the scenes, the charm would be gone. The magic of the scenery, for instance, is not the scenery itself. Its magic consists of that scenery being changed behind the curtain so that, when the curtains open again, the stage is completely different. The curtains protect the theatrical activity from the spectators and, by not letting the spectator knowing the crude reality, allow the spectators to use their imagination, enter better into the fiction or even participate in it.


Likewise, the healing dimension of Freire’s thought is not located in the pure literality of his pedagogy and its mere application to realities like those of Brazil and Guinea-Bissau. If that were the case, it would be useless for me as a Basque Jesuit trying to implement his thought in our schools. On the contrary, his thought goes beyond Brazil and Guinea-Bissau: it comes to an understanding of the world and of human beings. As he himself argues, keeping a healthy distance on his ideas permits us to not just repeat what he says but also establish a dialogue to apply it to different contexts. 


This paper tries to keep that healthy distance by dialoguing with Freire’s thought about its application to adolescents’ education in our schools of developed countries. The first section justifies the parallelism between Freire’s context and ours through the concepts of oppression and politicization. The second section focuses on the dialogue about its application in our schools through our notion of theatre. Needless say that, at heart, we are dealing with much more than a mere pedagogical technique. Through the notion of theatre, our objective is to deploy a pedagogical experience that shakes the ground of established institutions in “established” societies in our reality. Finally, the third section briefly indicates the lessons we can take from this experience for pastoral work and religious education.

1. Parallels Between Freire’s Context and Ours


We study two concepts –oppression and politicization- that, at first sight, seem to be exclusively applicable in Freire’s context. However, we aim to show that even those two concepts lead us to see a parallel between both contexts. 

1.1. Oppression

Oppression for Freire is all kind of dehumanization that people suffer in their life due to the existing social and cultural conditions.
 Mary Pipher and William Pollack have unveiled the dehumanization process of adolescents in American society and, by extension, in the rest of developed countries.
 Even if these two authors focus on girls and boys respectively, they share a common ground: our culture defines a narrow code for each gender, codes that are a source of anguish and despair. Girls are supposed to leave their true self behind, entering a world of seeming where the most important thing is to appear and to be liked rather than to achieve on one’s own. Boys are trapped in a wheel of activity and bravery where everything supposedly feminine (e.g., tenderness, feelings, vulnerability) is discarded.

The adequacy of the Freirean term “oppression” to describe the present situation of adolescents is further demonstrated by referring to the features Freire gives to define oppression. The first feature is the capacity of oppression to mask itself: it remains hidden in the realm of unconscious. Thus the victims of injustice do not recognize themselves as such.
 Likewise, today’s adolescents do not recognize this pernicious effect in their lives. This lack of consciousness is evident in United States. According to a survey conducted by USA Weekend in 1998, 93% of teens said they felt really good or just good about themselves. However, 71% recognized they felt really depressed at least occasionally.
 In other words, even if the feeling (which refers more to the realm of the conscious) is good, there are high percentages of real depression showing that something behind surface consciousness does not work so well. 


The second feature Freire mentions is the mixture of contempt and irresistible attraction the oppressors and their way of life produce.
 In our present case, attraction clearly outshines contempt because of three reasons. First, contempt needs somebody to be held in contempt. While developing countries’ poor usually identify the few rich in their societies as those responsible for their poverty, adolescents in developed countries lack concrete faces to blame to. Second, adolescents are still growing in their critical capacity. And third, the media have a great subliminal power to shape consciences. As a result, it is not strange that the adolescents themselves become the best defenders of the oppressive system: girls often punish other girls for failing to achieve the same impossible goals that they are failing to achieve, and boys punish all those supposed to break the strict boy code of masculinity.
 


The third feature is self-depreciation and fear of freedom.
 Not meeting the standards brings dissatisfaction, and the standards are more unrealistic now than ever. For example, even as real women grow heavier, models and beautiful women are portrayed as thinner.
 The only freedom adolescents have is to enter the race to meet those standards, race bound to failure in most cases. Nothing coming from the inner self is worth pursuing if it does not take the path of the established codes.


A fourth feature implicit in Freire’s thought is that there are oppressors, i.e., people responsible for the situation. By contrast, Pipher and Pollack seem to locate responsibility in the culture as an anonymous entity. Nevertheless, the difference in the respective emphases is more apparent than real. Freire’s insistence in the oppressors as a departure point must be understood from the Brazilian reality of massive poverty and of a wealthy and ruling minority in the country, situation that allowed him to signal the main people responsible. However, he argues that the overcoming of the oppressive situation will not come through fighting and beating the oppressors, but through a change in the system. Perhaps because assigning responsibilities is not so clear in their case, Pipher and Pollack depart from the bases of the system: even sexual harassment and rape have a reading that is not merely personal but also structural and cultural.
 This helps to address everybody’s responsibility, even if it could also be helpful to determine people who are responsible to a greater extent than others. 

Therefore, there are many similarities that let us catalogue the whole situation of adolescents in developed countries as an oppressive situation. Nevertheless, even if that oppression is true, is it adequate to insist on it in the light of other present oppressions in our world? We think it is adequate. Doubtless there are other more devastating oppressions that therefore should be prior concerns for us. However, in the present postmodernist context, society cannot be explained under one single type of oppression. Marxism –highlighting social class oppression- or feminism –stressing gender oppression- cannot aspire to liberate from those oppressions they focus on without taking into account the interdependence among different types of oppression (gender, racial, economic or cultural). It is good to deploy all oppressions in the process of liberation and to establish a dialogue among them. Adolescents’ oppression, as every dehumanizing reality, must be analyzed, related and put into dialogue with other oppressions.

1.2. Politicization 

At first sight, it seems that Freire’s ideas bound education to a strictly political field, whereas our schools are inevitably detached from that field. Thus his ideas would be inapplicable in our context. This perception is not totally unjustified because Freire addresses the importance of political action in any process of politicization. According to him, politicization is a process of regeneration of society not only through the growing awareness about causalities and effects of every social relation, but also through  subsequent commitment in the political realm.
 

Nevertheless, that definition does not mean that there cannot be a parallelism in the educational process aiming to participate in that regeneration. On the one hand, Freire realizes –especially in his later thought- that education cannot cover all the demands of politicization; in other words, a regeneration of society needs something more than a mere educational process. But on the other hand, he is convinced that education is meant to sow the seeds for politicization.
 Education is political not because it is directly political but because it provides the bases for political transformation in different patterns of behavior in society, giving people (or withholding from them) the capacities to mobilize, organize, to empower themselves and to know.
 What liberating capacities require is students departing from their experience and becoming self-conscious about the kinds of social relationships that undergird the learning process.
 Therefore, education leading to politicization is open to everybody, to adults as well as to adolescents, and to rich as well as to poor: there can be adapted programs in our schools that are revolutionary and leading to politicization. 

2. Theatre: Shaking the Ground


The former section suggests how one ought to attempt to use Freire in the context of adolescent education in schools of developed countries. However, it does so by letting us recreate his thought creatively rather than applying it literally, because we cannot separate theory from one’s own practice and context. Real knowledge comes through the combination of theory and practice: in practicing we unveil the theoretical component of that practice.
 That is why we are going to ground this application in a concrete situation taken from our experience in a Jesuit school in Durango, Spain. The reference to an experience has a twofold objective: to enlighten the knowledge and application of Freire’s pedagogy in our midst; and to present the seeds to be planted in order to let a process of politicization emerge.  

The concrete experience refers to the use of theatre as a technique for education.
 It is being used in the context of formal education, i.e., in a school, with 12-13 years old kids.
 We have chosen this experience for three reasons. First, with such young kids we show better the “non-political” aspect of politicization: the roots of politicization that reside in the human heart apart from the strictly political aspect. This confirms the political nature of education, which is political even without dealing with political issues. Second, theatre for early adolescents is a first stage in a vast field of open possibilities to be developed with older adolescents in the school, young adults at the University or adults in other settings.
 And third, this presentation is not an evaluation of the activity according to the standards of Freire, as if we had to pass an exam; rather, it pretends to be a dialogue with him pervaded by an attitude of deepening and being more critical.  


We first give a synopsis of how the experience is conducted. Secondly, we deepen into the experience grounded in certain convictions about theatre and in how we put into practice those convictions, addressing also the limitations of our approach. And thirdly, we present further possibilities of theatre as a way to politicization.

2.1. Francis Xavier


Once a year, the school organizes a so-called “Ignatian Week,” during which many activities are developed in order to let the students of all ages (ranged 4 to 18) know the Society of Jesus and the Jesuits. We planned the possibility of using theatre to let 7th grade children –early adolescents- actually “know” what being a Jesuit means, and to promote a broader change in their lives through that knowledge. Needless say that this activity by itself was not expected to be the key for a change in their lives; but, if adequately evaluated and conscientizated, it could give both an awareness that a real transformation is possible and a hint of how that transformation could be performed. 

We wrote a play adapted to their age about Francis Xavier. Francis, noble born, came from Navarre, Spain, and was one of the first people to join in Paris the group of Ignatius of Loyola, the group that would later become the Society of Jesus. He then became a famous missionary in Asia, dying from exhaustion and various diseases when he was about to fulfill his last dream: enter China and present the Christian faith to the Chinese emperor.


Even if the motivation and assigning responsibilities was done the previous week, the time planned to develop it was just five weekdays, from Monday to Friday. Everything was organized so that at the end of the week we could have the play and all the actors completely prepared to perform the play. The classes of each subject were half devoted to rehearsals and half to derived activities. Rehearsals were conducted, with our assistance, by the respective teachers. Derived activities were learning activities related to the respective subject and also related to the play, e.g., history in the 16th century, common features of religious experience now and then, customs in Asia, length measures related to the travels, set design and construction, exercises of long jump (Francis Xavier practiced this sport in Paris), etc. 


They assumed responsibility for achieving all the tasks, not only being actors but also the lighting, slides, curtains and music. There were 6 stages and there were 6 different groups of people being responsible for the different stages so that, even if many characters appeared in more than one stage (included the one of Francis Xavier, of course), different people performed those characters in the different scenes.

2.2. X-Raying the Experience
We describe the experience based on certain convictions about theatre. Some of these convictions were present before experiencing them, others not. The experience helped strengthen or change them. Later, further readings have helped us to continue this deepening process. In short, what we are describing is a theorized practice, open to new practice and so to new theory. Moreover, these convictions are related so it is difficult to establish clear borders among them. The final outcome of the experience must be seen with all of these convictions together.

The first –and introductory- conviction is that theatre, according to the most archaic sense of the word, is an indispensable way of being human. It does not refer to a mere place or space. In fact, it is the capacity of human beings –not of animals- to observe themselves in action or, in other words, the art of looking at ourselves.
 We all experience theatre in our lives when we analyze our behaviors and actions in life. Shakespeare was right when one of his characters in As You Like It remarked “All the world´s a stage!” because life, at heart, is nothing more than a great stage. Therefore, this relation between theatre and life lets us relate our convictions about theatre with our convictions about human life (personal and social), and about the transmission of our convictions, i.e., the pedagogy implicit in theatre as we define it.

In the play, we were conscious that the theatrical experience was more than a mere technique to be applied. Rather, it was a technique to let them experience their lives in a context of theatre, of being actors as well as spectators, of remaining seated as well as performing on stage, of living as well as realizing the causes and consequences of their living. As a result, the theatrical experience was not reduced just to the moments devoted to rehearse, to make costumes, to perform, etc. From the moment the kids got involved, the theatrical experience absorbed them completely, creating a meaningful environment in their lives. 

The second conviction, a consequence of the former, is that theatre involves the actor as well as the spectator in an active way. Boal contends that theatre became an instrument of oppression when the ruling classes divided the people into actors and spectators, where the latter only watched and did not act. This meant that the spectator renounced being a subject in the process.
 Theatre started having a cathartic effect rather than a dynamic one: it reflected in fictional form our passions, dreams and desires only to relieve us as spectators rather than to transform us.
 Theatre filled the world with “dining-room revolutionaries.” Likewise, our media today, especially TV and cinema, play with this cathartic aspect. Many movies deal with justice issues and show heroic and revolutionary features just to let the spectator have a two-hours fictional identification with those values in favor of which, at heart, s/he would like to struggle. But once the movie is finished, the person does not feel the urge to make real what s/he has seen and experienced. That is why most of today’s cinema, no matter what the topic is, is everything but revolutionary: it moves our feelings in the realm of fantasy without spurring our imagination to action. 

In the play, kids’ conscience, feelings and experience were linked to the moment of objectification of their work that was about to happen in the moment of the performance. This led to a constructive treatment of their inner world of feelings and thoughts, which were to be raised not to stay in them but to let people act better. Achievement was prior to good feelings. Kids were bound to experience that they could not evade the feelings of fear and tension by taking refuge on fantasy or isolation. Rather, they had to face those feelings, making them conscious (recognizing them, formulating them, accepting them, thinking about them
) and share them. Of course, the other solution was to quit. However, the commitment in the context of solidarity fostered to set one’s own feelings within the framework of reality, and not the opposite.  

The third conviction is that theatre, through being a “spectactor,”
 helps construct one’s own identity through the context in which that action is performed. The action does not only objectify the person’s work but also the person him/herself. And the greater the meaningfulness of the context is for the actor, the bigger its influence on the actor’s identity. In this regard, theater will be more meaningful to construct one’s own identity insofar as those with the power to give feedback in the theatrical experience are more meaningful to him/her. 

In the play, the action was meaningful to the kids’ lives because the context was meaningful. They would receive feedback from people who were very meaningful in their lives, i.e., the fellow kids (who attended the performance and went to the stage by turns) and students from other grades. These kids normally construct the concept of themselves through peers so that peers’ opinion is key to shaping their self-esteem. Doubtless exams are actions that are evaluated and, in a sense, define the person. However, exams are normally done and corrected on an individual basis, and the evaluators are the teachers, with whom the degree of attachment is normally not so intense. Therefore, as important as developing an action is the possibility to evaluate that action in a context that is meaningful to the kid. 

Nevertheless, we should have seen that one’s own identity can change for good if we open the door to new contexts. We took our context for granted, a context that tended to maintain kids within their own environment (the school), so that the openness to new perspectives was limited. As we wanted to show in the play Francis Xavier’s generosity, it would have been adequate to perform the play not only in front of other students but also in front of other people, e.g., the elderly of a nearby residence, just for the sake of making them enjoy it. We lacked the vision to connect the message of generosity implicit in the play with the experience of the play as a free service for others in need.  


The fourth conviction is that theatre facilitates knowledge not as something coming from outside but as a reality departing from the learner and coming back to him. We do not really learn when we receive inputs from outside.
 This technological society thinks that it can provide objective knowledge, totally consistent with reality as it is. Applying this to a dominant view of theatre, the spectator can know adequately just by watching the play, or the reader can know just by reading it. There is nothing they have to do except absorb what is being given. The underlying epistemology for that type of theatre is realism. An alternative is expressionist theatre, which does not care about the objectivity of what is played. Rather, it tries to express things in a way that is meaningful to the spectator.


In the play, knowledge of what being a Jesuit consists of came through experiencing what the content of the play aimed to show. We did not assume that being a Jesuit was something closed and defined once and forever. The play showed the life of a dynamic person, who believed in a good and empowering God, convinced that he could participate in building a better world and committed to others (specially to the poor). We did not expect them, however, to grasp all that just by reading the play. We made them experience all that during the week. Likewise, the sets were not closed in their definition. We did not care to be realistic. We cared about being meaningful to them and to the spectators: Paris and Rome, for example, were presented with big drawings of the Eiffel Tower and the finished dome of Saint Peter’s basilica, both clear anachronisms. 

Nevertheless, we could have used the sets and clothing as a means for active knowledge. Instead of we preparing and thinking the designs that later they drew or followed to do their clothing, we should have entered in a process of significant learning with three stages: first, letting them do initial images for the sets or designs for the clothes according to their initial knowledge; second, let them contrast those images and designs with reality (looking for information in books, etc.); and third, let them redo their sets and clothing according to the new information.  


The fifth conviction, derived from the former, is that theatre brings a process of change that is gradual according to people’s rhythm. As educators we must be intentional, but we need patience. As Boal says, theatre is not the revolution itself but just a rehearsal of revolution,
 therefore open to many variables. This avoids putting too much pressure either on theatre or on us as educators as a source of change.


In the play, we had to depart from the reality of kids in early adolescence, extremely concerned with their body, sexuality and social image. With regard to their social image, we realized that their gender made them perceive certain behaviors and roles as appropriate and others as inappropriate. Thus when they took the roles to perform, it happened as expected: many girls took male characters, but no boy chose a female character.
 No doubt the ideal situation would have been the kids taking roles disregarding gender. However, we preferred not to motivate strongly towards that ideal situation because the public scorn could have been cruel for any boy daring to take a female character. Therefore, we opted to respect kids’ rhythm.

Nevertheless, patience and respect do not mean refusing to foster change. In the evaluation of the experience, we could have started the process of awareness about this unconscious gender differences by leading them to seek the reasons for those differences. Unfortunately, we did not do it. By respecting their point of departure as kids, we lacked a leadership that could have led them toward more critical thinking about gender roles in society.


The sixth conviction is that theatre facilitates interdisciplinary knowledge. Our interest spreads to multiple disciplines when the knowledge is not merely transferred and the learner becomes a subject. In this regard, theatre unlocks the door to real knowledge, which arises from meaningful experiential situations in interdisciplinary form: something that awakens our interest makes us know from different disciplines in relation to that interest. Nowadays, as Parks notes, we lack the capacity to develop interdependent thinking, which opens new perspectives in our approach to reality.
  


In the play, kids’ active participation opened their minds and disposition to learn in different subjects. We prepared some linked activities, together with the teachers, for different courses such as History, Geography, Math, Physical Training, Languages, Arts and Religion. Once the kids had awakened their interest, it was easy to engage most of them in interdependent thinking.


Nevertheless, we should have been more intentional in letting them develop their power to question and the sense of wonder. We could have developed a brainstorming about differences between what they saw in the play and what they assumed was their situation today, or just about things that shocked them. We could also have let them follow their own questions and find their own answers, even if different from the activities we proposed, sharing their discoveries in the class. 

The seventh conviction is that theatre is the most essential human language and breaks the tyranny of any single language, especially the one of words. This language is accessible to all and not only to those who have good oral and written skills.
 The body becomes the main communicator, and the words become a part –not the only thing- of that communication.
  

In the play, apart from developing corporal expression and voice tuning, we wanted to unburden some kids from the pressure that Basque language imposed on them. Some kids with non-Basque speaking parents and without good skills to learn languages had serious problems with the language. However, our insistence that oral language was just a means to be accompanied with corporal language helped liberate them so that they decreased their reluctance toward Basque and were even able to use it more fluently. Therefore, the dominion of the language is not only an instrument for liberation, as Freire would affirm,
 but can also be an effect of it. 

The eighth conviction is that theatre does not permit an appropriation of the characters by the actors. When the spectator was reduced to watch, the actors (especially the protagonists) took power over not only of the action but also the interpretation of that action. The actors became powerful because their way of performing settled the way of how things should be. Thus the actors appropriated the characters they were representing, due to their superior skills, leading to a progressive differentiation between a minority and the masses.
 Therefore, the characters were no longer at free disposition for whoever wanted to perform them; rather, whoever wanted to perform them had to previously demonstrate his/her skills in order to win the right to do that performance.
 

In the play, we tried to avoid the appropriation of the characters by those kids who were most skilled in performing. Thus we divided the people in stages so that we would have six Francis Xavier, making the danger of appropriation decrease. Thereby nobody could “kidnap” the identity of any character, and specially those of the protagonists, identities that we wanted to remain available –and without intermediaries- for every kid who wanted to take them as a model. Everybody could then feel free to identify him/herself with Francis Xavier and other characters without having to ask for an unconscious permission to the main actor.


The ninth conviction is that the criterion of validity of theatre is neither in the quality of the performance nor in the quantity of the means used, but in the transformation it generates. As theatre became an entertainment to be watched, material means and the quality of the actors became a key to ensure the success of the play. This dependence led to the tyranny of those who had the means -i.e., the powerful- so that present theatre has excluded those who lack enough resources to develop it according to certain standards. This tyranny shows the political and ideological implications of relying uniquely on material means: theatre excludes the poor and assumes that material possibilities lead inevitably to better results and to better human beings. As a result, the liberating capacity of theatre has diminished.  

In the play, we struggled to achieve a good outcome, but according to our material possibilities and to the possibilities of the people. Quality was at the service of the people and not people at the service of quality. The criterion of quality at the top would have led to choose the best performers for the main roles. However, we followed the criteria of freedom and willingness as well as prudence: we accepted every kid who was willing to perform the main roles, except if we saw that the performance was clearly out of their possibilities. At the same time, we rejected asking for material resources over a modest amount of money. Relying on all the possible material means would not only have improved the quality of the work but also would have changed our attitude, making us enter the sphere of effectiveness, of the sense of worthiness based exclusively on technical quality. Lacking those means fostered other type of values: solidarity, creativity, continuous overcoming of new obstacles… 


The tenth conviction is that theatre allows fostering individual achievement in a context of solidarity. Theatre as an art seeking perfection tends to become a functional union of different specialized tasks: each individual performance, music, theatrical design, special effects, etc. The art resides in the grade of perfection of each task as well as in the coherence of the unified outcome in the eye of the spectator. The present capitalist system defends this functional union of separate individual achievements as the model for society. Cooperation then is a value when it helps to attain the final outcome. However, theatre is not an outcome; rather, it is a process, just as life is. Therefore, the process to achieve that outcome is what makes theatre liberating, because what is done in the loneliness of an individual or self-interested work is not liberating, even if at the end it joins other efforts to become a single outcome.

In the play, we wanted to stress the notion of a process where the group worked together without despising the need for individual commitment and responsibility. We intended to break the limited notion of solidarity present in our classes, where we normally establish cooperative relations with those with whom –friendships set aside- we need to work and gain a benefit. This limited solidarity usually leaves those less skilled poorly protected, dependent on individual assistance of a particular student or the teacher. To avoid this, we used the image of a chain where every link is necessary: the whole work would not make sense unless we all did our work and helped others to do theirs in case of need. This image brought different effects both to individuals and to the group. To individuals, the image of the chain brought a sense of empowerment, even for blackmailing the group by denying their contribution. To the group, the image brought a sense of vulnerability as well as a sense of strength. On the one hand, the group felt vulnerable in front of the individual breakdowns or sudden facts (diseases) that made some people quit (in most cases these resignations were fortunately temporary). On the other hand, however, the group gained strength in the sense of common will through which the kids tended to cover the gaps that appeared and to struggle together for the same goal. 

Nevertheless, as we said before when talking about the context, solidarity must always be open to new horizons; otherwise, it gets corrupted. The prophetic force of solidarity within the scope of one’s own daily relations is inevitably limited because, in the end, it tends to fall under the influence of self-interest. We need continuously new challenges renewing the strength of our solidarity. By not putting into practice the concrete act of solidarity of performing the play for somebody outside kids’ horizon (e.g., the elderly or any other type of poor with whom the kids did not have any direct relation), we failed to make them experience the healing power of totally unselfish actions, apart from opening their eyes to new realities present in their midst.


The eleventh conviction is that theatre needs leadership and mediations to orient and to be the midwife towards critical thinking.
 Theatre, like education, is never value-free so that if we are not intentional in our approach, the process of theatre becomes dominated by some undetermined values, possibly those of the present society. Moreover, critical thinking is never spontaneous: it needs something or somebody from outside to spur us. Therefore, there must be some point of leadership.
  


In the play, that leadership was assumed by a female colleague and I and, in a second but not unimportant level, by the rest of the teachers. This leadership in the teachers implied self-critical thinking and commitment to the values to be learnt:

· Self-critical thinking consists of taking into account all our historical circumstances and how they could affect the process of learning. In my personal case, for example, I could not obviate some features that condition the process of learning of kids in my midst. The most obvious is my masculine gender. Even if I presented this theatre activity as a woman would do (and, of course, one must also recognize that there is no one, single “women´s way” of doing things), I could not avoid the perception that the kids have of me as a man. Forgetting this fact would have been naïve. Moreover, it is good to be aware of the flaws that one brings to the experience itself. My female colleague and I had worked a lot on this project, and not without opposition, all of which explained our attachment to the play and our tendency to forget that the central objective was to develop an educative experience rather than to get a visible outcome in the performance of the play; in short, performing the play was a means rather than an end in itself. One day before the premiére, the attitude of some kids obliged us to rethink performing the play. As we were aware of our own attachment to the play, we felt spiritually free enough to suspend the premiére indefinitely. It was only the kids’ apologies that made us continue. Therefore, self-critical thinking brings lucidity and also freedom.

· We teachers and leaders had to be committed to the values at stake. The way to show this was dialogue. We encouraged not a mere dialogue of understanding and closeness with the kids. Empathy was included, of course, but together with an intentional orientation to the values of solidarity, of responsibility and of self-awareness. Dialogue then became a path to knowledge even for us as teachers and leaders of the process.
 Dialogue permitted us cultivate our condition of learners, cultivation that was not difficult to foster the first year of doing this activity –as everything was new for us too-, but that had to find new motivation in later years.  


The twelfth conviction is that the process of change people experience through theatre affects institutions too. It seems that institutions are always limited in their growth. However, theatre as a liberating tool makes the new attitudes people hold affect the institution too. Theatre can help bring out the charisma within the school, giving to the institution the necessary conscience of its own capability of being flexible.
 As Freire notes, this liberation process can help “forge a school-adventure, a school that marches on, that is not afraid of the risks, and that rejects immobility. It is a school that thinks, that participates, that creates, that speaks, that loves, that guesses, that passionately embraces and says yes to life. It is not a school that quiets down and quits.”
 


In the play, an attitudinal change as well as a belief change appeared. On the one hand, a better environment was created: in general, kids were happier at school, some tensions relieved for a while, and teachers felt closer to the kids. On the other hand, a principle changed in the mind of many teachers: doing something creative was still possible in the framework of the school. The future emerged as possibility: not everything should be as it was supposed to be. This new spirit brought a sense of participative dynamism. 


The thirteenth conviction is that theatre implies a human evaluative dimension throughout the process and at the end. The difference with standard theatre lies in the term “human,” because the standard theatre evaluates too. Both theatres’ evaluation is intentional, reflective and forward-looking. However, standard theatre’s evaluation affects only the few who have acted; it is limited to the concrete place in which the play has been performed; and it is limited to technical matters (quality of the performance, of the sets, etc.). Our theatre demands and promotes another type of evaluation related to human values, seeking to transform the whole of reality and not only to correct a fictional performance, and including a personal as well as a social dimension. The type of evaluation is key because it defines the conscientization we do of an activity, e.g., when the evaluation is an individual and memory-based exam, our knowledge of that activity will be individualistic rather than creative. 


In the play, the evaluation implicit in our ongoing dialogue with the kids and also in the end, deliberately obviated aspects like the quality of individual performances, of the clothing, sets, etc. By contrast, the evaluation focused on certain values: personal achievement according to possibilities, commitment and integration in the group, grade of cooperation and emotional awareness. 

Nevertheless, we were not intentional enough in our forward-looking. We should have promoted more consciousness-raising about the implications of the experience for the future by making them write, in slogan form, what they had “learnt,” and by motivating them to put those slogans in a meaningful place for them (their folder, room, etc.). Those slogans could have been considered the personalization of their path for evolution, both as humans and as contributors to this world’s humanization. Moreover, those slogans could have been in the following months the basis for their self-assessment.

2.3. Further Possibilities


The former thirteen convictions help sow the seeds for a real transformation in society, even if that transformation needs many other things to become true. Needless to say that the experience we have used as catalyst (to develop either those convictions or the possibilities of theatre as a liberating and pedagogic experience) is limited in its outreach. However, it can be the first step to other experiences with older adolescents in the school, experiences in which the kids can bring topics more related to social and political life.


Among those further possibilities in theatre, we propose three: image theatre, simultaneous dramaturgy and forum theatre.
 In Image Theatre the basic principle is that a picture paints a thousand words.
 Somebody is asked to put the real image of a situation (e.g., women in society) in the scenario by situating statues (i.e., people without moving) in it. Then s/he is asked to put those statues in a way that reflects the ideal image for that situation (there can be various ideal images too). The next step consists of coming back to the real image and letting the rest of the students propose transitional images as solutions to go from the real to the ideal. The students who want to offer a solution must go to the scenario and move the statues according to their proposed solution. Then the debate starts. In Simultaneous Dramaturgy static statues becomes dynamic performance.
 The students-actors perform a concrete situation with a concrete solution. The student-spectators then propose alternative solutions that the actors have to perform. Only after the performance, i.e., after having seen the solution with their eyes, students evaluate the outcome of each different solution. In Forum Theatre the spectators are called to perform.
 A dramatic action is performed from the beginning to the end, and then participants are asked whether they liked the solution or not. Then the performance is repeated and every student has the right to enter into the play substituting the actor s/he wants in the moment s/he wants, performing according to the solution s/he proposes. S/he can retire whenever s/he wants, and the original actor takes his/her place again, but following the attitude or behavior adopted by the student who came out.


These techniques are nothing more than techniques. They require an adequate environment, meaningful topics and a lucid guidance. However, they can become very useful practical pedagogical tools in the framework of any humanities or social science program.
 Because of the power of images to evoke subconscious thought processes, they are useful in initiating discussions on complex topics such as racism, gender issues, family relations, etc., and in increasing awareness about external or internalized forms of oppression, power relations, prejudices and stereotypes. Moreover, the non-verbal imagery stimulates individual expression even among the most timid, and gives rise to perspectives that can greatly enrich writing, language and literature courses.  

3. Lessons for Pastoral Work and Religious Education


We can specify the contributions of this notion of theatre for pastoral work and religious education through the convictions we have depicted above. And we do it based on a syllogism with two premises: on the one hand, we said that the experience of theatre is the experience of being human, i.e., the experience of life; on the other, we also say that our God is the God of life. From these two premises we can conclude that the convictions we have about theatre are, at heart, the convictions we can have about God and the experience of God. Therefore, it is possible to rewrite the thirteen convictions substituting the word “theatre” by “experience of God.”
 We also give brief insights on each conviction.

The experience of God is an indispensable way of being human. It is not an accessory to our humanity, or even a good tool to become more human. Rather, the experience of God is a basic dimension in our being human: by lacking it, we lack the opportunity to access the fullness of humanity and the fullness of life. As we are often blinded to perceiving this fullness, the experience of God is at heart the most powerful critical force for our humanity.

The experience of God involves teacher as well as learner in an active way. It brings action to the fore: feelings and thoughts are important but secondary. The Christian doctrine can only be understood in the basis of action: any dogmatic truth, even the most abstract, e.g., the Trinitarian dogma, must be formulated in terms leading to action. 

The experience of God, when assumed as a “spectactor,” helps construct one’s own identity through the context in which that action is performed. In the light of God, entering an active process defines us as worthy creatures who can lead the world for good. And, at the same time, it makes us realize that, while we belong and are conditioned by our context, we are not determined by it. 

The experience of God facilitates knowledge not as something coming from outside but as a reality departing from the learner and coming back to him. God departs from the goodness within the person. Thus the borders between catechist and catechumen are blurred: in the catechesis, everybody enters a process of learning and experiencing God through the others. 

The experience of God brings a process of change that is gradual according to people’s rhythm. This experience is always empowering. This means that it departs from the present reality of the person and pulls him/her forward. It is neither conformist (leaving the person comfortable in his/her reality) nor fantastic (presenting a future totally disengaged from the present reality).


The experience of God facilitates interdisciplinary knowledge. As it calls us to a worldly action, it leads to a dialogue with other disciplines. A believer cannot take ethical decisions in abstract: the experience of God has to do with deepening our knowledge of History, Geography, Psychology, etc.

The experience of God is the most essential human language and breaks the tyranny of any single language, especially the one of words and of instrumental reason. This implies that any human language (emotions, symbols) and any exteriorization of it (music, painting, corporal expression, graffities) can be a means for this experience.

The experience of God does not permit its appropriation by anybody. Nobody can claim the unique authority of interpreting the ways God communicates. 

The criterion of validity of the experience of God is neither in the aesthetical beauty achieved nor in the means used, but in the transformation the experience generates. In other words, the underlying guiding force of any liturgy or prayer in the name of God must be bringing Jesus’ Good News to the world, especially to the poor. 

The experience of God allows fostering individual achievement in a context of solidarity. It makes us vulnerable as well as strong because we experience that we depend on the others and, at the same time, are committed to them.  

The experience of God needs leadership and mediations to orient and to be the midwife towards critical thinking. Religious educators catalyze the process of letting people discover the fullness of humanity as a potential present in our world. At the same time, these educators recognize they also need help to evolve themselves in this process of discovery.  


The process of change people experiment through the experience of God affects institutions too. Institutions are also evangelized when their customs are infused with this value of critical openness to the future. Institutions then become charismatic and help develop catechetical work.


The experience of God implies a human evaluative dimension throughout the process and at the end. It supposes a forward-looking attitude based on the lessons learnt from the past, for which we need a reflective analysis of the past experience.

4. Conclusion


We have established a dialogue with Freire related to the application of his insights to our reality. For that, we have focused on our schools and the use of theatre as a pedagogical technique. Through the concepts of oppression and politicization, the first step has been to see that there is a parallel, to some extent, between his context and ours. In the second step, we have made transparent some of the possibilities open for theatre to “shake the ground” of our schools and so of our societies. Finally, the third step has briefly extended those possibilities to the realm of religious education.


Nevertheless, we would be misled if we thought that the main contribution of this paper is a kind of systematization about theatre or about religious education. Instead, this paper brings people to the fore rather than concrete pedagogical techniques. No doubt theatre is a useful technique for human discovery and, therefore, for liberation of all ideology that impedes us from realizing that the people are the ultimate –and never fully achieved-criterion for our life in society. However, whoever is able to shake the ground is people, not techniques. As a result, the main contribution of this paper lies in the spirit of dialogue put into practice within the paper, spirit made concrete in our dialogue with ourselves, with experience, with Freire, with reality and, in the paramount form, with God. This spirit leaves this paper, our theatrical experience and even our society open to a liberating future because, as Ikishawa affirms, the only theatre that is finished is the bourgeois one.
 Having attained this –and continuing attaining it in our life- is the best indicator for our loyalty to Freire’s basic insights.
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