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1 Introduction  

Mahmoud Darwish, renowned Palestinian poet, wrote, “I shall proclaim in my detention 
cell, in the bathroom, in the stable, under the lash, manacled, in the violence of chains, that a 
million birds on the branches of my heart, are singing fighting songs.”1 This project is about 
fighting songs, the power of narratives in resisting, and the euphoria of recalling the past in the 
present to strengthen the quest for a liberated future. Within the current international system, 
post-colonial states construct narratives by imagining their histories and conceptualize what it 
means to be a state and who belongs within it. They have the political and institutional authority 
in the post-colonial condition of state-building to create policies which further define what 
belonging means. Theatre, as an art form, allows communities who live within these states to 
challenge these narratives, to reclaim narratives of belonging and history in the face of 
exclusionary nationalism, and to democratize who speaks for the state, giving agency to the most 
disenfranchised and oppressed. 

The post-colonial conditions of India and Palestine make them worthy of a comparative 
study in this regard. With the history of the repressive British Mandate in Palestine and British 
colonial rule in India, both India and Palestine share a colonial history which was then replicated 
by the newly formed states of India and Israel after the 1947 partition of the subcontinent and the 
1948 establishment of the state of Israel by the British. The events of partition in India 1947 and 
al-Nakba, or the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, caused the massive loss of life and 
homeland and are ingrained in the collective memory of communities most affected, central to 
their understandings of belonging in these nations. During the period of post-colonial state-
building, Palestinians were effectively rendered stateless and refugees within their own 
homeland by the cultural and religious nationalism of Zionism, while Muslims and indigenous 
communities who belong to the Denotified Tribes in India were marginalized by the cultural and 
religious nationalism of Hindutva. These nationalist ideologies replicated the oppression 
propagated by colonial forces and continue to impose colonial oppression after the end of a 
formal colonial period. Furthermore, in both India and Palestine, the post-colonial states have 
disenfranchised the working class, stripping them of agency to define narratives of the state. 

While Zionism’s ideology is exclusionary, it is important to note that persistent anti-
Semitism and the horrific events of the Holocaust pushed forward the desire for a Jewish state. 
Real trauma exists and is present in these narratives of Zionism. At the same time, the 
construction of a Jewish state on a land, which already had a people living on it, including 
Palestinian Jews, was counterproductive. As Jewish Voice for Peace, an anti-Zionist organization 
in the United States describes it, Zionism was a “false and failed answer to the desperately real 
question many of our ancestors faced of how to protect Jewish lives from murderous anti-
Semitism in Europe. While it had many strains historically, the Zionism that took hold and 

                                                             
1 Mahmoud Darwish. “Defiance,” In ‘Ashiq Min Filastin, (Beirut: Dar al-Awda, 1969).  
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stands today is a settler-colonial movement, establishing an apartheid state where Jews have 
more rights than others. Our own history teaches us how dangerous this can be.”2  

Theatre in post-colonial India and Palestine is an effective tool of resistance in opposition 
to these cultural and religious nationalisms, rooted in a historical tradition of a theatre of 
resistance in both regions. It provides the opportunity for those who are at the most oppressed 
levels of society, politically, socially, and economically, to have a say in the definition of the 
post-colonial state. Theatre in India goes back to ancient Sanskrit tradition and during the 
colonial period played an important role in challenging British narratives and histories. A central 
part of the anti-colonial movement in India was the establishment of the Indian People’s Theatre 
Association, a group of progressive artists who championed Indian independence from the 
British and eventually became the foundation and inspiration for theatres of resistance in India 
through the post-colonial period and even today. In the Palestinian context, theatre as is known 
now was not professionalized until the 1970s, much later than theatre in India. Though, the role 
of the Hakawati or the Arab storyteller, goes back generations. Theatres of resistance in Palestine 
today root themselves in the tradition of the Hakawati and the work of pioneers in the theatre 
field in the 1970s.  

Theatre in India and Palestine provides a platform for uplifting the narratives of those that 
the post-colonial state does not include in its conceptualization of belonging. It brings 
community members together in large numbers to construct a collective identity in opposition to 
the state’s attempts at homogenization. Theatre, as an art form, allows people in both regions 
who are ignored by the state to embody their own stories, further giving them expressive agency 
through the physical act of performance and engagement with political issues. Finally, theatre in 
India and Palestine evokes responses from the post-colonial state because it threatens the state’s 
monopoly on a narrative of belonging and therefore is an effective tool of resistance.  

Before understanding the role of theatre in the colonial and post-colonial societies of 
India and Palestine, I utilized the scholarship of post-colonial theorists and historians to get a 
grasp on the conditions which allowed post-colonial theatre to thrive and be successful as a tool 
of resistance in the first place in India and Palestine. Throughout this project, I draw upon the 
work of these post-colonial theorists and situate my own original research on theatres of 
resistance within this post-colonial conversation. 
 Primarily, my original research is rooted in an interview-based methodology in which I 
interviewed theatre directors, producers, and performers from both India and Palestine to hear 
first-person accounts of the role of theatre in resistance to the post-colonial state and gather 
unpublished institutional knowledge about theatre organizations. The interviews aim to provide 
personal narratives on which to support my claim, diving deep into how theatre affects the 
individual’s conceptualization of belonging and then the collective. I was able to conduct some 
of my interviews in person when I traveled to the West Bank. This travel also helped me 
contextualize what theatre looks like in the occupied West Bank. Secondly, I conducted archival 
research to analyze how the general public responds to theatre in these regions and what its 
perceptions are to those who are outside the theatre community. Is theatre of resistance a 
movement on the margins or a mass-based grassroots movement that truly contributes to 
reclaiming narratives of agency in opposition to the post-colonial state? Finally, I analyzed 
specific productions as case studies from both regions to find common themes that were present 
and the way in which they responded to the post-colonial condition.  

                                                             
2 “Our Approach to Zionism,” Jewish Voice for Peace, https://jewishvoiceforpeace.org/zionism/.  
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 My thesis is structured through four different themes: The Roots of Contemporary Post-
Colonial Theatre, Theatre of the Oppressed, Reclaiming Indigeneity and a Homeland, and 
Cultural Resistance in Crisis. Each theme is supported by the comparison of two theatres, one 
from India and one from Palestine. I chose this method as an effective way of pulling out themes 
which are central to theatres of resistance in India and Palestine and giving examples of the ways 
that these themes are tangibly practiced.  

The leaders of contemporary post-colonial theatre of resistance in India and Palestine are 
East Jerusalem’s El-Hakawati and Delhi’s Jana Natya Manch. Both theatres have been 
influential in the practices of political theatre that are prominent in India and Palestine today. El-
Hakawati, shortly after its founding, played the symbolic role of ambassador for Palestine, 
particularly before the establishment of the Palestinian Authority. It was the first successful 
Palestinian theatre which started the theatre movement in the region. People around the world 
would listen to them and treat them as diplomats, their narratives reaching unconventional 
political spaces in the 1970s and 80s. El-Hakawati’s goals are twofold: reclaiming Palestinian 
histories of what happened to villages during al-Nakba and the localization of theatre in spaces 
that are no longer seen as Palestinian, performing in them as a way of reclaiming them.  

Jana Natya Manch similarly played a foundational role. Inspired by the work of the 
Indian People’s Theatre Association, Jana Natya Manch pairs its street theatre with progressive 
campaigns around the country. Its ability to respond to political events through theatre exhibit its 
power as a theatre of resistance. An example of this resistance is a play titled Yeh Dil Maange 
More, Guruji which responded to rising Hindu nationalism days after the start of the 2002 Gujrat 
riots which led to the state-sanctioned mass murder of Muslims.  

Ramallah’s Ashtar Theatre and Kolkata’s Jana Sanskriti draw upon the work of Augusto 
Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, applying it to their own political contexts and connecting local 
theatre of resistance movements to the global political theatre movements at large. Both theatres 
use Forum Theatre, a methodology of Theatre of the Oppressed in which the spectator becomes 
the spectactor and gets a say in the outcome of the narrative. They use Forum Theatre as a tool to 
activate the agency of communities which the post-colonial state attempts to suppress. Ashtar 
Theatre was founded immediately after the First Intifada, a period of military resistance, and 
using El-Hakawati as a model, has educational, community-centered, and professional 
programming. Teaching youth the skills of how to professionally produce a theatre of resistance, 
Ashtar Theatre equips them with the political tools necessary to fight the narratives of the 
occupation. It engages with rural communities in the Jordan Valley as well, using Forum Theatre 
to amplify their struggles under the occupation and community demands in response to it. 

 Jana Sanskriti focuses its work on the rural communities of India and amplifying their 
voices which the state ignores. Started in rural West Bengal, Jana Sanskriti conducts Forum 
Theatre workshops throughout the country which give the opportunity for rural communities to 
step into the narratives of the post-colonial state and be a part of the conversation on what it 
means to belong to the state and what the future of the state will look like.  

Bethlehem’s Al-Rowwad and Ahmedabad’s Budhan Theatre center the notion of 
indigeneity and belonging to a homeland in their theatre. Al-Rowwad’s goals are to educate 
children about their Palestinian histories through theatre and storytelling. Founded in the Aida 
Refugee Camp which is two-thirds youth, Al-Rowwad’s work gives Palestinian youth the 
opportunity to dig deep into their family histories and learn about how the cultural and religious 
nationalism of Zionism has effectively rendered them stateless. They challenge narratives of 
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Palestinian youth as criminals and terrorists right in front of the heavy surveillance and wall, 
which surrounds Aida Camp, through their engagement with theatre.  

Budhan Theatre is the microphone of the Chhara community, an Denotified indigenous 
tribe which is the subject of police brutality and is criminalized by the virtue of its existence. 
Working with local scholars and activists, Budhan Theatre tells the stories of community 
members who were brutally murdered by police, provides avenues for indigenous communities 
to learn more about the history of discrimination against their communities, and engages in 
response to institutions like the police force which uphold these exclusionary state narratives.  

Lastly, Jenin’s Freedom Theatre and Karnataka’s Samudaya exemplify the role of theatre 
in the midst of crisis, their work exhibiting how theatre can be effectively reactionary in 
heightened political moments. The roots of The Freedom Theatre were founded during the midst 
of the First Intifada. Starting as a program for youth, The Freedom Theatre became the most 
popular Palestinian theatre, receiving a lot of international attention. Their work tells the stories 
of struggle under the occupation and reaches audiences across the world advocating for the 
Palestinian cause. Like Al-Rowwad, the Freedom Theatre is based in a refugee camp. The home 
of The Freedom Theatre, the Jenin Refugee Camp, has been the center of military resistance to 
the occupation since al-Nakba. The Freedom Theatre provides an opportunity for communities to 
practice cultural resistance instead of military resistance against the occupation.  

Samudaya was similarly born in crisis during the Emergency in India between 1975-
1977. During this period of time, Indira Gandhi, the Prime Minister, declared martial law and 
civil liberties were stripped under her authoritarian rule. Samudaya was founded as a cultural 
organization during the Emergency which would bring together progressive movements and use 
theatre and the arts to mobilize populations. Its central work today is focused on coordinating 
with progressive campaigns, like Jana Natya Manch, and leading cultural marches discussing 
pressing political issues across the state of Karnataka.  

These theatres are case studies for how theatres in India and Palestine are effective tools 
of resistance in opposition to the cultural and religious nationalisms of the post-colonial states. 
At the same time, however, these theatres have their limitations. The challenges that these groups 
face include the replication of oppressive societal norms outside of the theatre in their practices, 
transforming the urban-centric perspective of theatre when engaging rural populations, and the 
politics of funding, which limits their ability to successfully operate and brings up questions of 
international influence in local political movements.  

Before moving forward, I must note that my constraints in terms of language, speaking 
Hindi growing up but never learning it academically, as well as only basic conversational Arabic, 
limited the sources I was able to use and the people I talked to. Because of the influence of 
British colonialism, English is widely spoken in both India and Palestine, making my interviews 
and research possible. I do recognize, however, that local languages are an important part of 
post-colonial theatre and hope to continue and deepen this research in the future as I strengthen 
my grasp of Hindi, Arabic, and other regional languages. Additionally, my research in Palestine 
was limited to the West Bank. I examine certain projects which engage Palestinians in Gaza but 
due to unstable conditions there confined my research to the West Bank only. I also was not able 
to engage with the vibrant theatre culture among Palestinians living in Israel, specifically the 
Arab Theatre in Haifa and Jaffa. Finally, I was not able to travel to India for the purpose of 
meeting with theatres there as I did to the West Bank. I hope to meet with those who I have 
established virtual relationships with in India some time in the future as well.   
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2 Why India and Palestine?  
The British partition of the Indian subcontinent and the creation of the state of Israel on 

Palestinian territory were events that led to the end of a period of colonialism, but the rise of a 
period of post-colonial state formation which still continues today. Within the post-colonial state 
formation in both cases, the prominent state narrative has not been inclusive and has been built 
upon the exclusion of certain groups. I have defined post-colonial in this thesis to mean after 
partition which took place in 1947 for India and 1948 in Palestine. I do not define post-colonial 
as rid of colonialism but rather reproducing the same structures that British colonialism instituted 
in the region after the British were officially expelled.  

Partition in the South Asian context is rooted in memories of 12-14 million refugees 
fleeing their homes in terror and panic and the death of up to 2 million in the subcontinent. The 
creation of borders on the basis of religious identity which was geographically challenging 
exacerbated existing communal tensions and led to rape, abduction, and mass killings across the 
subcontinent. Millions of people were separated from their families and left behind their 
homelands. Similarly, partition in the Palestinian context, or al-Nakba, is also rooted in traumatic 
loss of life and homeland with the destruction of around 600 Palestinian villages and the 
expulsion of over 700,000 people.3  

In both cases though, as Ariel Bardi describes, the post-colonial state building process 
established minority and majority statuses, fueled by the British strategy of creating states on 
ethno-nationalist lines.4 Since their establishment, Israel and India have been seen as ethnic 
democracies in which the minority has certain rights within a majority ethnic group dominated 
and ruled state.5 In reality, of course, these minority rights are not always practiced and often 
intentionally ignored. A strong comparison can be made between the ideology of Hindutva, the 
return to a homogeneous Hindu state and Jewish nationalism, Zionism, further making the 
conditions of post-colonial India and Palestine worthy of a comparative study.6 

To embark on an analysis of the post-partition, post-colonial conditions in India and 
Palestine which Bardi discusses, it is crucial to understand how partition and pre-partition society 
is remembered in both regions and how that impacts the conditions in which post-colonial state 
building took place. The writing of history is important to analyze because it provides context for 
how certain narratives of nationhood came to be in the state and how different communities 
challenged these narratives of the past in order for the voices of their own communities to be 
heard. Particularly, collective memory, in contrast to nationalist history, itself is a site of 
historical production and central to this project. Gyanendra Pandey argues that historians of India 
must go beyond just looking at partition as Hindu-Muslim antagonisms and the violence that was 

                                                             
3 Jonathan Greenberg. Generation of Memory: Remembering Partition in India/Pakistan and Israel/Palestine, (Duke 
University Press: 2005), 90.  
4 Ariel Bardi, Cleansing, Constructing, and Curating the State, (Ann Arbor: ProQuest, 2015), 19.  
5 Ibid., 21-22. 
6 Ibid., 38-40. 
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at the center of it, but also look at the new social arrangements and consciousnesses that came to 
play through the foundational lens of collective memory during the rise of the post-colonial 
state.7  

Collective memory is just as relevant in the Palestinian case. The establishment of Israel 
on Palestinian land as a homeland for the Jewish people led to the destruction of hundreds of 
Palestinian villages and the erasure of these narratives from the central narrative of the Israeli 
state. Much of Palestine’s history is remembered through collective community accounts of what 
happened and what used to be Palestine. In Palestinian Village Histories: Geographies of the 
Displaced, Rochelle Davis discusses the remembering of al-Nakba and fighting for the 
Palestinian cause through the telling of oral histories after 1948.8 Within the constructions of 
these collected oral histories, authors are centering their own local, collective narratives of 
Palestinian villages, both in contrast to the Israeli state, but also the Palestinian leadership that 
they feel distant from.9 These oral histories are then part of a larger collective consciousness 
which continues to define Palestinian identity today and provides resistant narratives of what 
really happened in 1948. Collective memory, through these stories, provides not only an 
alternative to the narrative that the state, in this case, Israel, presents, but a narrative of resistance 
to the state’s framing of who belongs.   

The importance of collective memory comes into play within the post-colonial state’s 
attempt to promote its desired form of cultural or religious nationalism. Collective memory 
allows for the disruption of the state’s primary narrative of belonging and resistance to its 
oppressive institutionalizations of identity-based ethnic and religious discrimination in the 
process of post-colonial state formation. Both in India and Palestine, the rise of cultural and 
religious nationalism has been at the center of post-colonial state formation.  

In the Indian context, Indian nationalism consisted of imagining a secular state, especially 
pushed by Jawaharlal Nehru. Over time, Hindu nationalism and the concept of Hindutva, the 
return to a Hindu state, has made it difficult for Muslims and other minority groups to belong to 
the state narrative of what India looks like. Thomas Hansen attributes the rise of Hindu 
nationalism to a nostalgia for an imagined pre-colonial India in which Hinduism was the 
prominent religion.10 He partially attributes this idea to the internalization of deeply flawed 
Orientalist and colonialist histories of India that portray it only as a religious society which was 
governed by deeply religious passions.  

In the post-colonial state-building project and the attempt to decolonize, the post-colonial 
state imagines back to this pre-colonial time, ironically recreating a structure similar to that of 
colonialism in its imposition of one vision of history. Furthermore, Hansen explains that it is not 
necessarily in religious or ritualistic terms that Hindu nationalism engages, but within the 
societal symbols and cultural expressions of what it believes the real India represents.11 Hansen 
also draws upon the economic marginalization of Muslims, Sikhs, and other minority groups as a 
reason for the rise of Hindu nationalism. The economic success of the urban and rural middle 
classes in the 1980s really only pushed Hindus up the ladder and left minorities behind, further 
institutionalizing this desire for a purely Hindu state.12 
                                                             
7 Gyanendra Pandey. Remembering Partition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 50. 
8 Rochelle Davis. Palestinian Village Histories: Geographies of the Displaced, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2011). 
9 Ibid. 
10 Thomas Hansen. The Saffron Wave, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), 10. 
11 Ibid., 10. 
12 Ibid., 150. 
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Religious minorities have been subjugated by the post-colonial Indian state’s rising 
Hindu nationalism, but another group in India which has particularly been targeted is the DNT or 
the Denotified Tribes. During the colonial period, the Criminal Tribes Act was passed in 1871, 
expanding in scope in 1924, charging all tribes with criminal offense for their nomadic lifestyle, 
denotifying them, or not recognizing their citizenship within the subcontinent.13 Even after 
partition, the Criminal Tribes Act was not overturned by the post-colonial state and the 
Denotified Tribes still are not classified as citizens of the Indian nation. Mark Brown discusses 
how this is a clear example of the post-colonial replication of the Empire and its oppressive 
structures.14 As the post-colonial state formed, it continued the legacies of the colonizer in its 
understanding of who belongs to the Indian state, excluding these native tribes.  

In the Palestinian context, Jewish nationalism or Zionism is the prominent narrative of 
the Israeli state. Increased Zionist immigration through the start of the 20th century 
overwhelmingly changed the demographics of the region. Early scholarship argued that 
Palestinian identity began to form only in response to Zionist settlement as a way of rejecting the 
prospect of a settler-colonial state. Palestinian historian Rashid Khalidi contests this assumption, 
arguing that this understanding of Palestinian identity is not untrue but also not the full picture.15 
Palestinian identity was also about local municipal loyalties, religious affiliation, and 
complicated by the Arab quest for a united state which saw the development of nation-states in 
the Arab world as an imperial project.16 Palestinian identity was then strengthened by anti-
colonial and anti-imperial peasant revolts like the Great Revolt of 1936 which took place in 
response to the increasing presence of Zionists, these sentiments of defining Palestinian identity 
then translating to urban, middle-classes as a form of class resistance.17  

Supported by the British, Israel was founded as a Jewish state in 1948, and though by law 
Arabs living within it were to have equal rights, this was not the reality. The years after 1948 
continued the Israeli project of expanding territory, in 1967 gaining control of the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip which it has since occupied. Even after the Oslo Accords of 1993 which 
attempted to enact a two-state solution, a state for Palestinians and a state for Jews, the Israeli 
Defense Forces have sustained a violent occupation of Palestinian territories, expanding 
settlements and amplifying discussions of annexation. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
continues propagating this fervent Jewish nationalism today, claiming Israel as a state where 
only Jews belong and where all Arabs are terrorists and national security threats.18   

Both in India and Palestine, the cultural and religious nationalisms of the post-colonial 
state have left out certain groups. Whether it is Palestinians under the Israeli occupation or 
Muslims, Denotified Tribes, and the working poor in India, the process of post-colonial state 
formation has effectively rendered these groups outside the definition of who belongs and has 
agency in the state. In both regions, however, these groups have found methods of resistance to 
challenge the narratives of belonging that the post-colonial state presents. The next chapters of 
this thesis will trace the role of theatre as a central form of this post-colonial resistance to these 
exclusionary cultural and religious nationalisms of the post-colonial state. 
                                                             
13 Mark Brown. Postcolonial Penality: Liberty and Repression in the Shadow of Independence” in Theoretical 
Criminology, (University of Sheffield: Sage Publishing, 2017), 192-198.  
14 Ibid., 202. 
15 Rashid Khalidi. Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National Consciousness. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1997), 146. 
16 Ibid., 148-149.  
17 Ibid., 89-117.  
18 Bill Chappell and Daniel Estrin. “Netanyahu Says Israel Is 'Nation-State of The Jewish People And Them Alone.” 
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3 The History of Theatre in India  

Colonial theatre in India began as a form of disseminating British culture to the Indian 
public, another way of institutionalizing colonial rule in the late 20th century.19 Nandi Bhatia 
describes how indigenous theatre was put into contrast with the colonizer’s theatre, the former 
being seen as low theatre and the latter as high theatre. As the empire strengthened, indigenous 
theatre was further silenced, but it was this delegitimization of indigenous theatre that sparked 
anti-colonial resistance in the Indian context led by the oppressed class of natives. This new 
theatre, however, was not simply indigenous nor colonial in form, but an amalgamation of both. 
Theatre in the colonial period created by indigenous populations, integrated both traditional 
styles of performance alongside practices of the British proscenium theatre. Throughout the 
colonial period, this new genre of theatre provided a strong form of opposition to the British 
empire.20 The Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA) was formed in 1942, in the midst of 
the Bengal famine, to bring together progressive writers who understood the power of theatre as 
a weapon against colonialism. The IPTA was seen as the first national theatre movement in 
India, connected deeply to the Communist Party and the anti-fascist and anti-imperialist 
movement on the international stage.21  

The British government continued its attempt to censor work, and even after the end of 
British rule in 1947, the Dramatic Performance Act of 1876 was still evoked by the new Indian 
government. The post-colonial state used the same colonial law to continue censorship of groups 
like the IPTA.22 The IPTA was responsible for a legacy of post-colonial political theatre groups 
in India, including contemporary theatre groups that exist today. Another moment that was 
pivotal in the post-colonial history of Indian theatre was a drama seminar conducted by the 
Sangeet Natak Akademi in 1956 in New Delhi.23 The seminar was an attempt to bring together 
practitioners and policymakers to discuss the role of theatre in shaping the nation. To mark the 
importance of this conversation, the Vice President India at the time, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan 
inaugurated the event and Sachin Sengupta, a Bengali director and playwright directed it.24 
Another festival, thirty-three years later and also organized by the Sangeet Natak Akademi in 
1989, brought together participants to coordinate and build connections between theatre groups 
doing similar work.25 Aparna Dharwadker refers to the formation of the IPTA, the 1956 seminar, 
and the 1989 festival as the three major moments for the development of the post-colonial Indian 
theatre.26 
                                                             
19 Nandi Bhatia. Acts of Authority/Acts of Resistance, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004), 1-119. 
20 Ibid., 1-119. 
21 Aparna Dharwadker. Theatres of Independence: Drama, Theory, and Urban Performance in India since 1947. 
(Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2005), 44-45. 
22 Bhatia. Acts of Authority/Acts of Resistance, 1-119.  
23 Dharwadker. Theatres of Independence, 37-45. 
24 Ibid., 37-45. 
25 Ibid., 45-53. 
26 Ibid., 25. 
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Dhardwaker points out that the primary difference between theatre in the colonial period 
and theatre after partition was not the disappearance of Western drama, but the movement to 
assimilate drama and literature.27 Figures like Rabindranath Tagore in Bengal started this work in 
the colonial period, but largely remained outside of the professional theatre scene as the work 
was seen as too serious and text-centered for audience members to enjoy.28 In the post-colonial 
period, dramatic authors were able to push this work to the forefront of the popular Indian 
theatre, and because print and performance became intertwined, a literature of Indian theatre also 
developed in the post-colonial period.29 Moreover, the role of the playwright also doubled as a 
theorist, reflecting upon how the playwright’s work fit into the larger questions of culture, anti-
colonialism, and development of the post-colonial state. Some examples of this theorist-
dramatist integration are Badal Sircar’s The Third Theatre (1978), Utpal Dutt’s Towards a 
Revolutionary Theatre (1982), Vijay Tendulkar’s Natak ani mi (1997), and G.P. Deshpande’s 
Nataki nibandha (1999).30  

The most present conversation, however, within the discourse of post-colonial Indian 
national theatre was that of form, whether indigenousness and tradition should be at the center of 
this new canon or not.31 Many neotraditionalists, generally not practitioners but scholars and 
critics, reject the colonial proscenium structure of theatre because of its location, economics, and 
modes of representation, preferring the revival of classical Sanskrit theatre. A subsection of this 
group believed that tradition should be valued, but contemporary productions should recognize 
their inability to accurately recreate these classics, exhibiting a more nuanced neotraditionalist 
perspective.32  

It may seem that these questions of form and indigeneity are simply questions of 
preference in style. There is, however, much at stake in how the post-colonial state understands 
its history and the way it chooses to present and incorporate indigeneity and tradition in theatre. 
Imaginations about what the real India looked in the pre-colonial period are central to post-
colonial Hindutva ideology and the intentional erasure of Muslim and indigenous traditions in 
pre-colonial Indian history. At the same time, a recognition of colonial history is necessary to 
situate the politics of the state and recognize how certain post-colonial institutions are 
replications of colonial institutions. Neotraditionalists’ ability to fuse the traditional and colonial 
is helpful in this conversation.  

On the other hand, there are playwrights and dramatists including Vijay Tendulkar and 
Mahesh Dattani, who argued that realist representations of the social experience should be at the 
center of the Indian national theatre, claiming that integrating the relevant, historical moment is 
no less authentic and rooted in the Indian experience.33 Another group of playwrights and 
dramatists like Utpal Dutt and G.P. Deshpande preferred a left-oriented political theatre which 
drew upon the work of the Progressive Writers’ Association in India, the Moscow Art Theatre, 
Bertolt Brecht, and Augusto Boal, centering contemporary political experience through a realist 
framework.34 This theoretical position is similar to that of Tendulkar and Dattani, but focused 
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more overtly on the political. Both positions though challenge constructs of caste, class, gender, 
sexuality, home, family relationships, and nation through theatre.35 

During the colonial and into the post-colonial period, Bengal was at the center of much of 
this conversation. In Rehearsals of Revolution, Rustom Bharucha analyzes how political theatre 
came to be in 19th century Bengal and the role of the IPTA in the process of creating Bengal as 
the center of a historical theatre of resistance in India.36 At first, the only theatre in Calcutta was 
a theatre reserved for colonial officers and bureaucrats, intentionally excluding the natives. This 
obviously frustrated local populations who then took the agency to start their own theatres.37 
Ironically, Bharucha describes, these newer theatres were colonial in nature because they 
imitated the already existing ones, both in form and practice, but also in their exclusionary 
practices towards people who were not Indian aristocrats and elite.38 With the rise of the 
Progressive Writers Association and the Indian People’s Theatre Association, theatre started 
becoming more political in nature and dealing with topics which concerned the working class.  

Though the IPTA attempted to tell the stories of not only urban populations, they were 
still middle-class intellectuals who did not have various forms of access to these communities 
and therefore primarily produced works that were urban in perspective.39 The IPTA focused its 
work on two different main areas. The first was improvisation of plays on subjects such as 
famine, strikes, and police aggression. The second was an integration and repurposing of folk 
theatre to address issues of contemporary politics.40 The Bengali branch of the IPTA, however, 
was not as successful in integrating local Bengali folk theatre like jatra, kabijan, and kirtan into 
their work because of the aforementioned lack of access to these communities.41 This dilemma 
was a defining question of colonial and post-colonial theatre. Was theatre which aimed to be 
theatre of resistance and the people really representing the people it claimed to be or was it just 
upper class intellectuals who shaped its course?  

One of the most revolutionary figures of Bengali theatre was Utpal Dutt. Dutt, who 
identified as a Marxist, was the leader of The Little Theatre Group.42 Because of his Jesuit 
education and familiarity with Western literature, he was deeply involved in acting and directing 
Shakespeare for the group in English. Over time, however, he realized that his work needed more 
relevance to the local people around him.43 The political and critical nature of IPTA’s work 
attracted him and he began to participate in the organization. While much of his work with the 
IPTA was fulfilling, he was also blacklisted by several members because of his affiliation and 
defense of Marxist dogma.44  

Dutt also referred back to history in an attempt to critique current political conditions. In 
his play produced in 1973, Mahavidroha (The Great Rebellion), he highlighted the first great 
uprising against the colonial power in 1857, comparing it with the 1973 Naxalite rebellion and 
the Mahavidroha in which “ordinary people” were an important part of the insurgent 
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movement.45 Dutt’s work often focused on amplifying the narratives of those whose histories had 
not been previously told. The play clearly presents striking parallels between the colonial empire 
and the anti-minority post-colonial state. Dutt also challenges the notion of the post-colonial in 
this play and argues that there is not necessarily anything post about it.46 

Another revolutionary figure of Bengali post-colonial theatre who critiqued the work of 
Utpal Dutt was Badal Sircar, the creator of The Third Theater. Sircar explicitly viewed his 
theatre as a form of social work and necessarily disconnected from the economic structures of 
the already present theatre which constricted its political freedom and attempted to appeal to the 
bourgeoisie.47 He called his theatre a “poor theatre” because of its low production costs and 
minimal cost ticket fees which could be waived for anyone unable to pay. Though his theatre 
was not explicitly political and challenged notions of a middle-class theatre that claimed it was 
revolutionary, his interest was in telling stories of the individual caught within the fray of politics 
and narratives of how the network of politics affects the individual.48  

The legacy of the IPTA and the work of playwrights and directors like Rabindranath 
Tagore, Mahesh Dattani, Vijay Tendulkar, Utpal Dutt, and Badal Sircar still resonate powerfully 
in post-colonial Indian theatre today. Throughout my interviews with theatres in India, I found 
that many still find their roots in these historical and post-colonial traditions and are guided by 
these figures. Sircar’s “poor theatre” is a foundational practice in Indian street theatre still today. 
Moreover, the practice of fusing traditional, folk theatre with a contemporary post-colonial 
Indian theatre that is influenced by Western and traditional forms, defines the post-colonial 
theatre that continues to be a force of resistance to the post-colonial Indian state’s homogenous 
narratives of cultural and religious nationalism. Anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movements 
were influential in the formation of the IPTA and continue to be in contemporary post-colonial 
theatre today. More contemporary forms of political theatre such as Augusto Boal’s Theatre of 
the Oppressed engage with this anti-colonial and anti-imperialist sentiment that theatres of 
resistance in India are situated within and have been since the colonial period.  
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4 The History of Theatre in Palestine      

In Palestine, theatre after al-Nakba similarly exemplifies post-colonial experiences and 
embodies a struggle to reimagine national identity. Palestine’s history of theatre differs from 
India’s history in that although literary and cultural movements like the nahda movement in the 
late 19th century established a somewhat coordinated pan-Arab movement of culture and the 
arts, including theatre, it was not really until after 1948 that a distinctly Palestinian artistic 
movement was defined. In India, it is much easier to tell the history of theatre and how an Indian 
theatre evolved from pre-colonial to colonial and then post-colonial times.   
  Historically, under Ottoman rule, “performance art” was a part of everyday Palestinian 
life. Poetry, recitations, storytelling, dance, and music were in cities and villages. We have little 
extant, however, to tell us the content, and what does remain seems to have little to do with a 
Palestinian national identity, instead it exhibits very local characteristics. There were no 
Palestinian theatrical institutions, attributed by Reuven Snir to the severe economic conditions in 
Palestine.49 It was not until the beginning of the 20th century that a Palestinian national 
consciousness became widespread and not until after the devastation of World War I that a 
revival brought a new cultural atmosphere alongside the increase in Zionist sentiment and 
economic revival in the region. This revival was generally concentrated in Jerusalem and Haifa 
and was connected to the establishment of various cultural institutions such as literary salons and 
a revival of folk and religious literature which integrated the Arab practice of the Hakawati, a 
storyteller who used traditional storytelling methods, voices, and props to encourage audience 
members to interact with and engage in the stories.50  

Various local forms of the dabke dance and music were also integrated into this tradition, 
but not much until this point explicitly exhibited political consciousness. The establishment of 
the Mahatat al-Quds, the Palestinian Broadcasting Station, also contributed to the spread of 
literature and drama.51 Under the British Mandate starting in 1920, however, the colonial forces 
imposed different forms of censorship and did not allow theatre with a political message.52 
Though there were a few professional theatre companies, engaged mostly in shadow puppet 
theatre and performing already existing plays from places like Egypt and Lebanon, theatre before 
al-Nakba in 1948 did not intentionally work to promote the Palestinian cause.53  

Immediately after al-Nakba, due to the mass destruction of Palestinian villages and 
cultural institutions, theatre production slowed down. The groups that remained were in clubs 
and schools. Cultural and theatrical production, however, did not stop, it was just separated 
between those who remained within what was now called Israel and those who were outside of 
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it.54 Over the next few years, more theatre started being produced, generally either sponsored by 
the Israeli establishment or the Communist party. Through the 1950s, Israel generally 
encouraged the promotion of cultural activities, though none of which included criticism of the 
government.55 In fact, many of the plays produced by the establishment like The Development of 
the Arab Village in Israel in Ten Years was propaganda to romanticize the role that Israel played 
in the Arab village. Plays like this evoked certain Orientalist colonial themes of saving the Arab 
people, marking a similarity between colonial propaganda in the early 19th century and Israeli 
tropes of the Palestinians which are still present today.  

During this period, Communist party intellectuals were also still present and had not fled 
Israel. The story of Communism in the region started with a group of Jewish migrants who came 
to Palestine in the early 1920s and “concluded that their commitment to socialist internationalism 
was incompatible with the ethnic nationalist project for which they had originally signed up 
for.”56 Eventually, they formed the Palestine Communist Party which rejected Zionism as “an 
illegitimate settler-colonial movement aligned with Britain, which sought to mask its imperial 
project under the guise of class struggle.”57 The rejection of Zionism from an anti-imperial 
perspective mirrors the rejection of Hindutva in India from a similarly anti-colonial lens.  

These intellectuals engaged in cultural and literary activity like the production of the 
journals al-Ittihad and al-Jadid, which in essence laid the foundation for the modern and 
distinctly Palestinian literary tradition in the years after al-Nakba. Many of these intellectuals, 
however, were frequently thwarted by the Israeli establishment because of the content of their 
productions. They critiqued political and social problems within their writing and the narrow 
definitions of nationalism that the Israeli establishment had imposed, causing the state to react 
negatively and attempt to stop them from producing. Despite the censorship, theatre and other 
literary work produced by the Communist party become popular, especially into the 1960s.58 

The war of 1967 brought the West Bank and Gaza under Israeli control. After the war, 
theatre making slowly resumed and a period of growth for Palestinian theatre and its 
professionalization commenced.59 As Palestinian cultural activities developed strongly as a form 
of resistance to Israel’s occupation, the Israeli establishment’s involvement in these projects 
obviously ended. Moreover, Israeli Palestinians who were seen as traitors to the Palestinian 
cause for accepting Israeli citizenship were appreciated by this new and rising intelligentsia in 
the West Bank and Gaza, integrating their work into a broader understanding of Palestinian 
nationalism.60 While in the past Arab literature was present in Palestine and not the other way 
around, poets like Mahmoud Darwish and other authors were able to spread their work across the 
Arab world, establishing a further distinctly Palestinian literature that was available and 
recognized outside of Palestine as well. This literature was rooted in a politics of resistance and 
criticism not only of the Israeli occupation but also the Arab world.61  

Theatre did not erupt as quickly, however, as poetry and prose because of the costs 
associated with staging a production. Especially after the war, resources were scarce and even if 
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plays were written, there were not enough resources to actually perform them. Therefore, after 
the war and into the 1970s, Palestinian theatre was less about performance and more about 
writing. A few smaller theatre groups staged original productions particularly in Nazareth and 
Haifa but did so without funding.62 

The first attempt at establishing a professional Palestinian theatre was the A’ilat al-
Masrah in East Jerusalem and Ramallah. Though they were shut down by military authorities for 
their production of Qaraqash, they eventually founded the Balalin Theatre troupe in 1971, led by 
Francois Abu-Salim from Bethlehem and Mustafa al-Kurd from East Jerusalem.63 Balalin 
produced several shows which were performed in different towns and cities and even in cafes 
around Israel and Palestine. Balalin Theatre’s productions were very successful and attracted 
large audiences, because they both were resistant to the occupation but also provided 
commentary on the social and cultural problems of Palestinian society.64 Balalin also engaged in 
other activities like performances of popular plays and musicals, lectures on theatre as an art, and 
led the First Palestinian Theatre Festival in August 1973 bringing together students and other 
amateur theatre groups in conversation about theatre and the occupation. In 1976, however, 
Mustafa al-Kurd, a founder and director of the Balalin Theatre was deported by Israeli 
authorities and therefore, the Balalin Theatre ceased its activities.65 

While other theatre troupes similar to the Balalin Theatre continued writing and 
producing original plays, the founding of the the El-Hakawati Theatre Troupe in 1977 was a 
central moment in the professionalization of Palestinian theatre. The goal of the group was to 
strengthen theatre’s presence in Palestine and to present the realities of occupation through 
storytelling. El-Hakawati was founded by Francois Abu-Salim, a founding member of Balalin 
Theatre, alongside other theatre-makers in the region. Mustafa al-Kurd, who was permitted to 
return to Palestine in 1982, also joined the company.66  

If the framework and goals of El-Hakawati Theatre were the same as Balalin Theatre, 
why was El-Hakawati able to institutionalize itself further? One of many reasons is the strategy 
through which they went about their work. To combat censorship, the troupe would present 
written scripts to Israeli authorities, but really perform improvised theatre that developed over 
time into plays. Moreover, they would use metaphors and subtle symbols instead of overt anti-
Israel speech, developing what Reuven Snir called an artistic code between audience members 
and the theatre which still got across the same message but worked within the confines of what 
Israeli authorities allowed.67  

In 1980, El-Hakawati, alongside two other smaller theatre troupes, produced a play called 
Man is a Cause.68 The play has a scene that depicts the 1948 Nakba through war and expulsion. 
Interestingly, however, the scene ended up being humorous as the simple details that were 
carried out in the piece brought back memories of tragedy and bitterness. The audience and the 
performers were able to recreate an event that had traumatic effects that persist today and realize 
a way to retell the story, in this case through laughter. The production aimed to integrate 
elements of a novel of Ghassan Kanafani which addresses al-Nakba and the occupation of the 
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Palestinian Territories. The piece also integrated dialogue between an Israeli soldier and his 
biological father who was Palestinian. Their dialogue highlighted that because of the strength of 
opinion on the side of the Zionists that believed in their right to the land, the only option was an 
armed struggle because the situation was “irresolvable and irreversible” otherwise.69 Several 
characters in the piece chose armed struggle as their only option as well and this was a way to 
express the narrative that justified the attempt at Palestinian liberation through unpopular means 
of armed resistance.  

After the breakout of the First Intifada, however, between 1987-1993, El-Hakawati and 
its counterparts lost many performance opportunities in the Palestinian territories, prompting 
them to take their work abroad before actively performing in the West Bank and Gaza again.70 
Shortly before the end of the First Intifada, El-Hakawati Theatre hosted a theatre week, which 
showcased a variety of different theatre pieces which centered Palestinian identity and resistance 
under the occupation.71 The Freedom Theatre’s early days were also conceptualized during the 
First Intifada and Ashtar Theatre founded near the end as well.  

After the Oslo Accords which brought the First Intifada to an end, theatres in the Gaza 
Strip and the West Bank revived once again. This revitalization was possible and continues to be 
possible because of funding from international organizations like the Ford Foundation and other 
organizations from outside Palestine which still financially support these projects.72 These 
theatres continued the traditions of El-Hakawati, engaging youth and other members of society in 
this cultural intifada.  

The relationship between the storyteller and the society continues to empower the 
Palestinian identity within the framework of the occupation, and collective memory shared and 
performed by a theatre of resistance continues to be used as a political tool by the Palestinian 
people fighting for their liberation today. Theatre in Palestine that is used as a form of healing 
and liberation has also interestingly borrowed from and integrated within it different 
understandings of theatre, even that of Israeli theatre, as part of a process, just as post-colonial 
theatre in India borrows from the British colonial theatre. Palestine’s historical theatre tradition is 
not as old and complex as the Indian tradition, but Palestinian theatres today still root themselves 
in the theatre of the 1970s and 1980s, the time period in which a so-called professional 
Palestinian theatre emerged.  
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5 Narratives of Post-Coloniality  

The post-colonial condition, which is the framing of my research, focuses on the 
replication of colonial thought, hierarchies, and narratives in the process of post-colonial state 
formation and how theatre responds to these narratives of post-coloniality. Though, the definition 
of post-colonial is complex and debated in the field. In Post-Colonial Drama, Helen Gilbert and 
Joanne Tompkins claim that the designation of post-colonialism as temporally after the period of 
colonialism is too narrow and leaves out post-colonialism as discourse and resistance to colonial 
practice during its existence. They argue that post-colonial as a definition cannot mean after the 
period of colonialism but must instead be understood as a framework of resistance to 
colonialism. Therefore, anything that was anti-colonial during the period of colonialism should 
also be considered post-colonial.73 Aparna Dharwadker, in Theaters of Independence, however, 
critiques this sentiment and argues that their definition is in fact even more exclusionary because 
it marks only that which is in resistance to colonization as post-colonial which is not all 
inclusive. In order to truly understand the ways in which the post-colonial condition functions, 
there are post-colonial works which support colonization and the post-colonial state’s cultural 
and religious nationalisms, and they should be included within the post-colonial genre as well.74  

My project acknowledges, like Dharwadker, that the definition of post-colonial as 
exclusively anti-colonial ignores the discourse of the post-colonial state’s replication of colonial 
structures as a post-colonial notion. Though, in order to identify the ways in which post-colonial 
theatre is effective as a tool of resistance to the post-colonial state, I focus specifically on theatre 
that is anti-colonial and anti-empire. I do not reduce my definition of post-colonial to only that 
which is anti-colonial, but only examine anti-colonial theatre after the end of the period of formal 
colonialism to analyze its role in fighting against different forms of rising cultural and religious 
nationalism in India and Palestine. I also recognize that as part of the post-colonial condition, 
notions of neo-colonialism and empire are still very prevalent in India and in Palestine. From the 
demolition of housing of indigenous communities in India to the settlements in the occupied 
Palestinian Territories, colonialism is still very real. Along this vein, I acknowledge that post-
colonial is not really post- at all, but a marker of time when formal British colonialism drew out 
new states which replicated the same structures colonialism once did.  

There are numerous examples of post-colonial theatre in post-colonial India and Palestine 
as central to the process of state building and discourses of nationalism. Where is post-colonial 
theatre, however, situated within the larger context of post-colonial theory? How is it different 
from written literature and what is it about performance itself that provides this expressive 
agency to the people performing it and the people experiencing it? Gilbert and Tompkins cover 
three different areas of analysis of post-colonial performance—dramatic language, the 
arrangement of space and time, and the manipulation of conventions, both narrative and 
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performative, of drama in their analysis.75 Particularly, they emphasize the reconceptualization of 
history as a post-colonial project, both the post-colonial state attempting to write a certain 
historical narrative and those who are resisting using theatre to challenge this historical narrative.  

An example that Gilbert and Tompkins give of this historical reimagination is Utpal 
Dutt’s The Great Rebellion 1857, also known as, Mahavidroha, which recontextualizes the 
histories of laborers within the context of British rule, centering their stories in the peasant 
uprising of 1857.76 The play uses jatra, a traditionally Bengali style of performance, and as 
Gilbert and Tompkins describe, “challenges the history and the literary forms of the imperial 
centre as it harnesses the power of culturally specific Indian traditions to re-enact this historical 
moment.”77When this play was produced in 1973, it was also an allegory to the current situation 
of India under the post-colonial state which undermined peasant narratives just as the British did. 
In this retelling of history and locating it within the present, Dutt challenges binaries of power, 
both during the colonial period and post-colonial period, re-presenting the center of power within 
the performance.  

Dharwadker herself focuses particularly on the role of myth and history as prominent 
themes in post-colonial performance, the amalgamation of both providing an avenue to 
conceptualizing nationalism and challenging the narrative of the dominant tradition within a 
pluralist state.78 Myth is defined in her theoretical framework as fictional narratives and 
imaginations of the past while history is defined as the various oral and written accounts of 
events which have taken place over the course of time, individual and collective. She argues that 
myth, an imagined history of the ancient past, played a role in the anti-colonial movement to 
overthrow the British, but also has shaped nationalist historiography after independence in 
curating the sovereign post-colonial state.79  

She importantly notes, however, that this conceptualization of the romantic past is a 
paradoxical construction of European Orientalism and Indian nationalism, in that while Indian 
nationalists aimed to remember it in their struggle for independence, Europeans exoticized it.80 
Today, this notion of a romantic past is part of Zionism’s appeal in the Palestinian context and 
Hindutva in the Indian context, both constituting the nexus of the dominating ethno-nationalist 
narrative of a new nation-state in the post-colonial time frame. Post-colonial theatre of resistance 
in India and Palestine attempts to undermine these homogenous narratives by re-presenting this 
mythical history and reclaiming it from the perspective of the communities excluded from these 
state narratives.  

Gilbert and Tompkins analyze the purpose of ritual in its own right and within post-
colonial performance as well.81 The role of ritual in post-colonial performance aims to integrate 
the traditional and indigenous into the frameworks of modern performance. They describe a 
strategy of post-colonial theatre in which a performance integrates traditional elements in a 
contemporary play structure, changing its overarching effect, but lives in the present while 
recognizing the past. The theaters which are a part of this thesis model this framework, reaching 
back into history while simultaneously living in the present, like Dutt’s Mahavidroha. 
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In regards to theatre’s role within the narratives of post-coloniality, Dharwadker believes 
that more attention needs to be given to theatre within the post-colonial conversation at large.82 
She attributes its importance to the conversation because of its performativity as opposed to post-
colonial literature which is only textual and discursive. In regards to Indian post-colonial theatre, 
she argues that it has not been included at the center of contemporary theatre because of the 
variety of languages that it is practiced in and the insistence of the post-colonial conversation to 
focus on a Westernized modernity which modern Indian theatre does not conform to.83  

This question of a Westernized post-colonial discourse relates closely to Gayatri Spivak’s 
question Can the subaltern speak? in which she concludes that in order for those not in power to 
speak to power, they must present themselves through the same capitalist and patriarchal system 
of communication to be heard, therefore no longer being the voice of the subaltern after being 
subject to this transformation.84 Therefore, the answer to her question is that no, the subaltern 
cannot speak. Her definition of subaltern is “everything that has limited or no access to the 
cultural imperialism.”85 This project aims to examine the ability of the subaltern to be a voice of 
resistance to the state’s cultural imperialism. Spivak’s nuanced argument does not say that the 
subaltern does not speak out or cannot speak out, rather that it is a complicated, imperialist 
process in itself. Spivak would say that when heard, it is not the subaltern itself speaking. I will 
argue that the subaltern indeed can speak and that it is through theatre as a tool of resistance in 
which it can be heard, both by its own community and by the world.  

Bertolt Brecht and Augusto Boal’s theatrical practices and philosophies aim to present 
ways in which the subaltern and the oppressed, can use theatre as a form of political education 
and challenging of the balance of power. Brecht’s Epic Theatre presents a performance as not 
something that one should necessarily emotionally connect to or empathize with, but rather an 
experience in which one can critically analyze what is happening on stage as a representation of 
reality.86 Through this critical analysis of societal injustices which one is a spectator of, one is 
called to action, what Rustom Bharucha would call the rehearsal of revolution.87 Brecht’s 
discourse on historicization, recalling past events to make comparisons to the present, is also 
very relevant in the post-colonial theatre I will discuss.88 

Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed is centered around shifting power dynamics and 
allowing the audience member to no longer be only a spectator but a spectactor.89 Through 
models like Forum Theatre and Image Theatre, the traditionally passive audience member is 
activated into making decisions about what happens in the plot of the play and how problems are 
resolved. Regardless of whether or not the theatres I use as case studies in this thesis were 
specifically influenced by Brecht and Boal, this shift and activation of the audience member’s 
role is at the root of the theatres of resistance that I will discuss in the following chapters. These 
theories are the foundations upon which I will build the analysis of my original research.  
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6 The Roots of Contemporary Post-Colonial Theatre  

At the beginning of my interview with Amer Khalil, director of El-Hakawati Theatre in 
East Jerusalem, I reiterated what my project aimed to explore. I explained that I was interested in 
the ways in which Palestinians use theatre as a form of resistance against the Israeli state and the 
role of El-Hakawati Theatre as a foundational organization inspiring the political theatre 
movement in Palestine. He explained right from the start that as Palestinians they “don’t feel it 
here,” going on to describe that for them, regardless of what they are doing, it is political.90 This 
sentiment was a theme that I consistently noticed in my interviews with Palestinians. Life itself is 
an act of resistance and therefore theatre, replicating life on stage, is too.  

Khalil’s own story begins as a 15-year-old living in Jerusalem when he was introduced to 
El-Hakawati and met Francois Abu-Salim, founder and director of the theatre. Naming Abu-
Salim symbolically as the “first ambassador of Palestine,” Khalil emphasized how after the 
founding of El-Hakawati in 1977, as the group traveled around Palestine and the globe, they 
became the messengers of the Palestinian cause.91 With the absence of any Palestinian governing 
structure, Khalil claimed that it was El-Hakawati who served as the representatives of the 
Palestinians to the world and the rest of the world received them as such as well. In their plays 
performed across Europe and the United States, audiences consisted of politicians, ministers, and 
people who would traditionally be seen in diplomatic meetings, who instead, were engaging with 
the Palestinians on a cultural level. Khalil described El-Hakawati’s message as a cultural, 
political, and human message which disrupted mainstream narratives of what Palestine was and 
how its history was told on the global stage.92 

Even before Khalil joined El-Hakawati, they were already a well-established group. The 
first play that El-Hakawati produced was Bismi al-Ab wa-l-Umm wa-l-Ibn or In the Name of the 
Father, the Mother, and the Son. The show was staged during El-Hakawati’s 1978-1979 
season.93 Performed as a circus, the play presented a narrative of how the occupation and 
pressures of modernization affected a family and simultaneously made the father act aggressively 
towards his wife and son. Alongside criticizing the violent Israeli occupation, the play also 
looked at Palestine internally and commented on the problems with Palestinian society and 
leadership.94 In many ways, the script did not differentiate in metaphor between the Israeli 
invasion and attempts at modernization of Palestinian society. From a post-colonial lens which 
understands Israel as replicating structures of colonialism, the play recognizes modernization 
efforts as inherently linked to the upholding of Israel’s occupation and its oppressive structures, 
assuming that Israel must civilize the uncivilized and violent Palestinians.  
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Jalili ya Ali tells the story of ‘Ali, a Palestinian villager who ends up in Tel Aviv, the 
center of Israel. Similar to Bismi al-Ab wa-l-Umm wa-l-Ibn, it is performed in the style of a 
circus and narrates ‘Ali’s journey from his home village to Tel Aviv as a refugee on his own 
land. His interactions in Tel Aviv explore what it means to be Palestinian within the occupation 
and the cooptation of his story by the occupier as the show finishes with two individuals from 
Tel Aviv who take over his story and name it ‘Ali the Terrorist.95  This play is an example of El-
Hakawati using theatre to name the problem. The plot of the play does not show the audience 
how ‘Ali takes back the outcomes of his story, but rather presents that Zionism and its exclusion 
of Palestinians from the narrative of belonging portrays him as a terrorist, not allowing him to 
live freely on the land that was once Palestinian. The production is directly in response to the 
way that Israel treats Palestinians as security threats.  

While Jalili ya Ali exhibits the victimization of Palestinians, Alf Layla wa-Layla min 
Laylali Rami al-Hijara, or A Thousand and One Nights of the Stone Thrower, portrays the 
strength of Palestinians against the military occupation.96 The plot revolves around an encounter 
between a Palestinian youth whose only weapons are stones and an Israeli military governor 
whose weapons are much more advanced and include ‘Ala al-Din's magic lamp. In describing 
how the governor used magic to occupy and take over, the Palestinian youth narrates “I present 
to you this tale of the magician governor, how he moved us aside and upon his tattered decor, 
installed himself. I recall it to you in my own Arab spirit and all that has been conserved by my 
Palestinian memory.”97 The youth’s claiming of his Arab spirit and conservation of his 
Palestinian memory reclaims the history of the Palestinians and al-Nakba which destroyed their 
villages and took over their land, contributing to the collective memory which challenges 
institutional memory. Moreover, the Palestinian youth then goes on to defeat the magic of the 
Israeli military governor with only his stones, exhibiting the strength that the Palestinians can 
carry in this occupation.98  

The reality is that Israel’s military forces are obviously physically stronger than the 
Palestinian youth’s stones. This narrative, however, highlights the imbalance of power which 
exists in the occupation, and also disrupts this arrangement of power imagining a different future. 
Theatre’s ability in this case to provide a live, physical scenario where the Palestinian youth is 
able to defeat the military governor rewrites the rules of the game. The occupied Palestinian is 
stronger and given agency to successfully combat the governor’s commands. The play has 
effectively transformed the story of what is happening on the ground and gives power to the 
Palestinian performer who has been denied it from the state’s perspective. El-Hakawati’s 
productions operate in two different ways, expressing the realities of the occupation like in Jalili 
ya ‘Ali but also imagining possibilities of shifting power and reclaiming agency within the 
struggle like in Alf Layla wa-Layla min Laylali Rami al-Hijara.  

Khalil himself, starting as a technician, improved his light and sound design with the help 
of Abu-Salim, as El-Hakawati took over the burnt down Nuzha Cinema in 1983 and opened it as 
their own in 1984.99 He completely moved into the rehearsal room in 1987, both as a director and 
an actor, starring in one of El-Hakawati’s most well-known productions, Kufr Shamma. The 
story of Kufr Shamma is at the core of El-Hakawati’s work of reclaiming histories of al-Nakba 

                                                             
95 Ibid., 46.  
96 Ibid., 46. 
97 Ibid., 46.  
98 Ibid., 47.  
99 Amer Khalil and Huda Al-Imam. Personal interview. East Jerusalem, December 16, 2018. 



23 

and the disruption and destruction of Palestinian lives through collective memory. The narrative 
journeys through the villages that were destroyed during al-Nakba and reminds audiences of 
places that no longer even exist on the map today. The narrator of the story is a Palestinian who 
left to go abroad and on his return, found these villages destroyed. This show toured around the 
world and was performed 150 times. The purpose that this show served was different in its local 
and international performances. For performances in Palestine, Kufr Shamma was about 
revitalizing local knowledge of histories and giving communities the chance to reflect upon and 
understand what existed before al-Nakba, once again contributing to the collective memory of 
those excluded from belonging. Internationally, Kufr Shamma’s role was to educate audiences 
about what really happened in 1948 with the establishment of the State of Israel, a sort of call to 
action for the Palestinian cause.100 

Kufr Shamma is about reclaiming Palestinian histories and constructing a collective 
memory in the face of the denial of this history by Zionism. By using a form of theatre which 
retells these stories not only locally but around the world, the piece is disrupting state narratives 
of who belongs on this land and whose land it once was. The building of settlements in the West 
Bank, as the state’s policy, attempts to claim the land of these villages belongs to Jewish Israelis. 
Kufr Shamma challenges that notion and reasserts Palestinian claims to their land and recognizes 
the violence that was inflicted against the villages in which their families once lived. Moreover, 
the state memory does not recognize al-Nakba as a destructive event but rather a War of 
Independence. Kufr Shamma gives the platform for Palestinians to rewrite a collective history of 
what happened in 1948.  

Between 1984 and 1990, Khalil continued working on productions and touring with El-
Hakawati, but in 1990, El-Hakawati saw a shift in its Board of Directors and management, 
essentially splitting the theatre into two. Francois Abu-Salim and Amer Khalil left the theatre 
and continued doing their own work with other theatres and independently both locally and 
internationally. Khalil described that during this time when the theatre was no longer under the 
control of Abu-Salim and Khalil, it became more of a multi-purpose hall and cultural center, not 
a space that produced its own plays. “The place lost its soul. It lost the artist,” Khalil said.101 He 
did not share many details about what happened to El-Hakawati during the period of time that he 
was no longer engaged, but explained how in 2013, he first came back as a volunteer and then 
slowly became more involved again. Because of his experience, both over the years away and in 
the formative years of El-Hakawati, he was asked to be the director again. Now, Khalil continues 
to serve as the director El-Hakawati and act in some shows as well.  

Working closely with Amer Khalil, Huda Al-Imam is the Manager of El-Hakawati. Her 
interest in theatre also started when she was in elementary school because the “cultural part of 
school” was more attractive to her.102 She began engaging in dance, theatre, and music at a 
young age and as she grew older, became involved in theatre work with Yacoub Ismail, a pioneer 
in the Palestinian theatre movement. Al-Imam participated in numerous projects that were about 
Ghassan Kanafani, a groundbreaking Palestinian author who was incorporated into much of early 
Palestinian theatre work and even Palestinian theatre today. She explained, however, that as a 
woman, she felt certain pressures, and particularly, while she was in Jordan performing, she was 
sought after by the mukhabarat for the political theatre work that she did. Within the context of 
Palestinian theatre in the 1970s and 80s, gender played an important role in who was seen on 
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stage. Very few women were engaged in theatre and this did not change until after the Oslo 
Accords in 1993.  

Al-Imam focused much of her work in education for 20 years. She started working at Al-
Quds University shortly before Israel built the wall which isolated Al-Quds University from the 
Old City, intentionally alienating the only Palestinian university in Jerusalem to the rest of the 
city. She was heavily involved in activism during this time to do something to reconnect it. She 
worked with Al-Quds University to create outreach programs in the Old City, much of which 
was theatre-based with the help of Francois Abu-Salim. Theatre programs were used as a 
response by Francois Abu-Salim and Huda Al-Imam to respond to Israel’s act of asserting 
Jerusalem as Israeli, defying this narrative.  

Abu-Salim would bring bring many productions to Jerusalem, one of them titled Shams. 
He would gather Palestinian actors from around the West Bank and Jerusalem and tour the play 
through different cities, picking up new people along the way from each city of Palestine that 
they traveled to. Al-Imam said, “It was wonderful to see all these young people coming to 
Jerusalem, to the Old City near Al-Aqsa Mosque. It was very symbolic.”103 Shams had provided 
an avenue for Palestinians to not only reclaim connections with one another that were 
systematically denied through territory division and checkpoints, but also reclaim Jerusalem and 
its Old City as a Palestinian home. By performing Shams and bringing it to the Old City, there 
was an ownership of the Palestinian homeland that Abu-Salim, Al-Imam, and the actors were 
performing. By performing Palestinian stories in a place that is no longer considered Palestinian 
by the state, El-Hakawati reclaim the space.  

Some time later, Al-Imam became even more involved with Abu-Salim and Khalil’s 
theatre work. When Abu-Salim and Khalil were trying to tour a show titled Gilgamesh in Akka 
and Haifa, Al-Imam immediately jumped on board to support the project and the tour, taking 
time off from the university to drive them there and serve the role of stage manager. Al-Imam, 
smiling and very clearly warmed by the memories of this trip, talked about how for her, Akka 
and Haifa were the real Palestine. Performing Gilgamesh for the Palestinian audiences in Akka 
and Haifa and mobilizing them in their interactive work was also symbolic from Al-Imam’s 
perspective, particularly because the performances took place in important places that were in the 
heart of the Old Cities of Akka and Haifa, similarly reclaiming them as Palestinian.104 

She eventually left the Center for Jerusalem Studies and her post at Al-Quds University 
and fully committed to El-Hakawati Theatre. She said, “Somehow, I could be working as a 
consultant on economic reforms, on establishing programs and institutions and centers in 
Jerusalem, working on strategic planning and so on, but I think this time I followed my heart.”105 
Initially, as a single parent, she explained that she had to do work that she did not want to do. 
Her son wanted to go study in France like she had and do his post-graduate studies there as well. 
In theatre, everywhere around the world, but especially in Palestine, she would not have been 
able to make ends meet for him to do that. Now that she had more flexibility, she was able to do 
what she had always wanted to do, join the theatre full-time. Her current role at the theatre is 
about building relationships and executing the theatre’s communication strategy.106 

Al-Imam believes culture and theatre is the best way to resist, especially under the brutal 
occupation. She emphasized how it is used as a survival technique, to build new generations who 
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are politically conscious and knowledgeable about their histories. “We say culture is the best 
way to get the message done, to resist, to survive, to build new generations, and my concern 
today is actually to find means and ways and tools and methodologies in order to integrate what 
we do in theatre within the education system,” she said. Al-Imam is a strong advocate of giving 
young people the ability to continue this tradition of a theatre of resistance. She hopes that 
Palestinian theatre can continue to reach audiences and communities that do not have access to 
theatre. This methodology is how she believes checkpoints and walls can be challenged, 
providing the opportunity to all those that call Palestine home to transform Israeli narratives 
about their communities.107 

Amer Khalil and Huda Al-Imam are the current director and manager of El-Hakawati, but 
there are many directors, actors, and playwrights who are not full-time employees of the theatre, 
many of whom are freelance artists who have engaged with the theatre since its early days. 
Kamel El-Basha is an actor, director, and playwright who studied theatre at Baghdad University 
and started his theatre career with El-Hakawati in 1987 alongside Khalil and Abu-Salim. The 
play that he did there was an Arabic version of Exception and the Rule by Bertolt Brecht. He has 
written several plays since then including al-Qamees al-Masruq, or The Stolen Shirt which 
discusses the role of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency in Palestine, al-Ghoul, a show 
for children addressing the role of fear in the occupation and confronting it, and al-Haawi, 
centered around a magician who claims he is going to immediately fix everything, instead 
betraying the trust of his followers, a metaphor for the Palestinian Authority, highlighting their 
corruption and ineffective governing.  

Al-Bisaat, or The Carpet, is a collection of five stories from Jerusalem written by El-
Basha about his grandmother. He described that this children’s play is about what Palestinian 
heritage means to his family and the continuous struggle of telling their stories and passing down 
songs and traditions. He also recently performed in a puppet show titled al-Marzouq performed 
at El-Hakawati, presented with only puppets and music with no words. It is about a child who 
realizes that he left his carriage he was working on in his friend’s backyard but then wakes up to 
a separation wall which has separated his house from his friend’s. He then goes on a journey 
around the wall, learning about the occupation as he attempts to retrieve his carriage.108  

El-Basha explained to me that he believes Palestine is still figuring out what theatre 
means and how it is should most effectively engage with communities and audiences because it 
is still relatively new to the region. Adamantly critical of the theatre movement in Palestine, he 
still confidently affirmed his belief in theatre as a form of resistance and its ability to shape 
people’s minds and hearts. He believes in the importance of theatre for developing a political 
consciousness, particularly for children, creating memorable images which will serve their 
understanding of the occupation as they mature.109 El-Hakawati’s institutional mission believes 
similarly in that theatre’s role is raising awareness, developing consciousness, and building a 
cultural resistance through storytelling. El-Hakawati’s work in Palestine professionalized theatre 
in the region and started an organized movement of political theatre which still exists today. 
Though audiences have changed and in many ways political context has too, El-Hakawati 
continues to provide a space for Palestinians to tell their stories and reclaim their histories.  

In India, Sudhanva Deshpande and his street theatre Jana Natya Manch, also known as 
Janam, plays a similar role to El-Hakawati in Palestine. Janam was founded in 1973 in Delhi by 
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Safdar Hashmi. Most of the founders of the theatre, along with Hashmi, were leftist activists and 
students in Delhi University who wanted to create proscenium style productions. Some of them 
were connected to the Communist Party, but everyone shared a broader leftist political ideology. 
Between 1973-1978, Janam did large proscenium plays with big casts, music, lights, and sound, 
“the works” as Deshpande described it.110 These plays were performed on makeshift stages 
which were erected in the middle of fields or around factories which attracted large audiences, 
each performance seen by thousands of people. They were hosted by different local 
organizations, whether it was organizations of farmers or trade unions. During the Emergency of 
1975-1977 under Indira Gandhi, however, Janam found that it became increasingly difficult to 
perform these plays because the organizations that supported and organized Janam’s plays were 
under attack by the government. Many of their leaders were in jail and cases were pending so 
theatre production no longer was a priority for these organizations, especially in terms of 
financial resources. These organizations emphasized their desire to continue working with the 
theatres though and asked Janam to bring performances which were less expensive. This need is 
what led to the development of the street theatre which Janam does today.111 

Sudhanva Deshpande himself was born in a middle-class family in Delhi. His father was 
a university professor and playwright and his mother was an activist and theatremaker. He was 
naturally born into knowing about theatre and engaging with it growing up. As a young boy in 
the 1980s, he saw Janam perform for the first time at Jawaharlal Nehru University where his 
father was a professor. He remembers the strong impact that Janam’s plays left on him. Because 
of how impressed he was with the company and the fact that they were at the university often, he 
got to know many of the actors and directors who were a part of the Janam theatre movement, 
particularly Safdar Hashmi. Sudhanva Deshpande’s first play with Janam was in the summer of 
1987 and he has been a part of the group since then. When first starting out, Deshpande was one 
of only young people who was a part of the core team of Janam. But over the next couple years, 
and especially in 1988, another dozen people who were Deshpande’s age joined Janam, brining 
youthful energy into the movement.112 

Deshpande continued by saying that this change from primarily proscenium style theatre 
to street theatre eventually led to the strengthening of the notion of doing theatre for the people, 
the term people referring to the popular middle class and peasantry. By doing theatre in the 
streets, these classes are then claiming narratives of their own spaces, performing their struggles 
in places where they do not have social or cultural power. This notion was the foundation of the 
Indian People’s Theatre Association which Deshpande said is at the root of Jana Natya Manch’s 
work as well. “We are the inheritors of that legacy,” Deshpande said.113  

Expanding on the 1975-1977 emergency, Deshpande said that Janam regretted not doing 
more during the political tension. Because of lack of funding and the difficulty of producing 
plays during that period, Janam stopped much of its work. This is an example of how in some 
ways, theatre of resistance was not effective during periods of authoritarian state rule. Hashmi 
told Deshpande once that “if the emergency was to happen today, we would continue working. 
We would find ways around the emergency, new ways of performing.”114 After the end of the 
emergency in 1977 until 1988, Janam’s work was strictly street theatre. In 1988, the group went 
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back to doing some proscenium theatre as well. Jana Natya Manch invited Habib Tanvir, an 
influential and well-known theatremaker in India who can be compared to Yacoub Ismail in 
Palestine, to direct their first proscenium play after the ten years of only street theatre. From then 
on, Jana Natya Manch continued to do both street theatre and proscenium, still mostly focusing 
on street theatre but engaging in different styles, with differently sized audiences, and on a 
variety of different topics.115  

One of the most formative moments for Janam was Safdar Hashmi’s murder in 1988. 
Hashmi was the founder of Janam and the pioneer of Indian street theatre as it is known today. 
Janam was participating in a campaign in November of 1988 in which 1.3 million industrial 
workers were striking for seven days in and around Delhi, the largest working class action in 
Delhi’s history. Janam had produced a play that was in support of the strike which had been 
performed several times and was like the strike, very successful. Deshpande commented that 
though Janam cannot take complete credit for the success of the strike, the play powerfully 
contributed to and supported the actions of the industrial workers. After the strike had ended and 
in December of 1988, Janam revised the play to include the narratives of the strike and present a 
post-strike performance.116  

The first play was called Chakka Jaam which means “strike” and the second revised play 
was called Halla Bol, literally meaning “attack” but referring more to a struggle. Halla Bol was 
performed in and around Delhi extensively and on January 1, 1989, Halla Bol was going to be 
performed just outside of Delhi in an industrial township. This performance is when Janam was 
attacked by a group of people affiliated with the Congress Party at the time and two people were 
killed. One of them was a migrant laborer named Ram Bahadur from Nepal and the other was 
Safdar Hashmi who was severely battered on the head, dying in the hospital the next day. In 
retrospect, Deshpande said that the one thing which truly radicalized him politically was the 
killing of Safdar. It had a deep impact on him which made him stay with the group and keep 
working. Janam goes back to the place where Safdar is killed and performs Halla Bol every year, 
as a way of reclaiming that moment and commemorating Hashmi’s contributions to Janam and 
the political street theatre of India at large.117  

The process behind Halla Bol is a good example of Janam’s work. Instead of working 
parallel to political movements, Janam works within them and in some ways is supported by 
them in terms of infrastructure too. Allying themselves to progressive causes, Janam uses theatre 
to tell the stories of these movements and recall back to history, telling stories which amplify the 
importance of the progressive causes, supporting them in achieving their goals.  

Over the next years, Janam continued producing plays that dealt with important topics of 
Indian politics. Most plays centered the working class, but many also responded to the rising 
cultural and religious nationalism of the Indian state. A play that Jana Natya Manch produced in 
2002, in response to the rise of Hindu nationalism, was Yeh Dil Mange More, Guruji. Deshpande 
directed the play and was responsible for leading the entire writing and production process. In 
2002, there was mass violence against Muslims in Gujrat. The violence really amplified after the 
Godhra train burning incident in which Hindu pilgrims were killed and started the Gujarat riots 
in which hundreds of people lost their lives. For over 100 days, the violence continued. 
Deshpande said this was shocking to someone like him who had experienced other riots which 
would last two or three days, but this was different. Moreover, the violence overwhelmingly 
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targeted Muslims and their businesses, partly as Deshpande described it, because it was a “state-
sponsored or state-backed pogrom against the Muslims of Gujrat.”118  

Deshpande talked about the rise of Hindu nationalism in India and how these riots were 
an example of this ideology. Furthermore, he himself compared Hindu nationalism to Zionism, 
speaking to how the ideology which backed these riots attempted to render Muslims as second-
class citizens, just as the Israeli occupation does to Palestinians.119 In past plays about 
communalism and sectarianism, Janam did its best to present a balanced perspective from both 
sides, exhibiting perpetrators and peacemakers who were both Hindu and Muslim. Yeh Dil 
Mange More, Guruji, however, was conceptualized differently because these riots were primarily 
a one-sided attack. The framing of the play was that India was facing a conflict between those 
who wanted a secular democratic republic which recognized Muslims as belonging within the 
state and a Hindu right-wing ideology.  

The play uses four different registers of speech, the first being silence. The show opens 
with actors “bearing witness” in silence to the riots that had just taken place.120 The second 
register of speech which Deshpande explains is “angry and trenchant” Hindi poetry of resistance 
written by active poets in Gujarat at the time. The third register of speech was satire, performed 
by three main characters, one of which mocked a leader of the RSS, a Hindu nationalist party.121 
This character, Guru Gol Gangol, is on a journey to make India a Hindu state, but faces barriers 
and is never able to achieve it, reinforcing the notion that India as it stands is a state for all, 
including Muslims. The final register of speech were printed photographs which accompanied 
the narratives, visually exhibiting what was happening in the country. The performance was 
strikingly reactive to the events in Gujarat and was performed within 10 days of the violence 
beginning. Deshpande said, “As Gujarat was burning, we were already rehearsing and 
performing.”122 This production is just one example of the way that Janam was at the front lines 
of responding to the oppressive politics of the state’s cultural and religious nationalism. 

Moloyashree Hashmi, manager of Jana Natya Manch and Safdar Hashmi’s wife, works 
closely alongside Sudhanva Deshpande. She also spoke to the responsiveness of Janam’s work to 
the current political situation.123 When talking about plays which have been performed in the 
past, she explained that Janam does its best to not do the same plays again, but adapt them in 
order to make them relevant to the context in which they are performed. In regards to the power 
of theatre as a tool of resistance, she explained that she does not think that theatre itself can 
change how people act. When people watch performances, even if they are impacted, it is not 
necessary that they will go out and do something about it. She denied that theatre shapes politics, 
arguing that is too big of a role to assign to theatre. She likened theatre to when you have a 
pebble in your shoe. “It doesn’t help you get a new shoe, but it keeps on pricking. If it pricks 
you, in some way, that means you are thinking about those things.”124 In that way, it is a tool of 
resistance, reframing conversations and amplifying narratives. 

Both El-Hakawati and Jana Natya Manch have been pivotal to the political theatre 
traditions which exist today in Palestine and India. While El-Hakawati can be compared to the 
Indian People’s Theatre Association in terms of laying foundations of theatre in Palestine, Jana 
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Natya Manch continues the tradition of the people’s theatre into the contemporary Indian theatre 
scene. Part of the reason that they were such successful foundational movements is the 
emergence of influential and inspiring leaders. For El-Hakawati and the entire Palestinian theatre 
scene at large, Francois Abu-Salim played an important role in leading the movement. His 
direction, expertise in the craft, and personality were key to the success of El-Hakawati. Huda 
Al-Imam, when speaking of Abu-Salim said, “He was very warm, kind, sometimes schrute. For 
me as a woman, he was also a handsome man who captured the heart of many women in 
Palestine. He was a man of love, affection, kindness, generosity, vision, creative, he was a 
builder. He wanted to make things happen every day, every minute.”125 Khalil described Abu-
Salim’s role as an ambassador for the Palestinian cause on the global stage. Most theatres in 
Palestine had some connection to Abu-Salim and his work. Therefore, his death came as a shock 
to many as he took his own life. He is still remembered as a monumental leader who invigorated 
Palestinian theatre and its role in the resistance today.  

For Jana Natya Manch, Safdar Hashmi was their fearless Abu-Salim. Sudhanva 
Deshpande said he was “madly in love with him” as were many.126 It was his charisma and 
capacity for leading a group of people to put on productions and use theatre as a form of 
resistance which launched Janam into the success that it achieved. Like Abu-Salim, Hashmi was 
a visionary in transforming theatrical practices to what they are today and in Hashmi’s case, 
continued the tradition of the Indian People’s Theatre Association into the 70s and 80s.  

Beyond having revered leaders, El-Hakawati and Jana Natya Manch have much in 
common in how they use theatre as a tool of resistance to reclaim narratives and histories. For 
example, El-Hakawati’s Kufr Shamma reaffirms the history of Palestinian villages which were 
destroyed in al-Nakba by the creation of the Israeli state and Jana Natya Manch’s Yeh Dil Mange 
More, Guruji, gives attention to the state-sanctioned violence being carried out against Muslims 
in Gujarat. While Kufr Shamma calls back to history, Yeh Dil Mange More, Guruji lives within 
the present, both similarly employing narrative devices to combat homogenous narratives of who 
belongs in Palestine and India and what it means for these communities to remember the past and 
reclaim their present.  

El-Hakawati’s location in occupied East Jerusalem, a Palestinian territory which 
continues to be threatened by Israeli forces, gives the community the ability to challenge further 
annexation of their land. By being a center in which the community unites to share their 
narratives and reclaim their histories, El-Hakawati subverts the narratives of Zionism which 
attempt to claim East Jerusalem as Israeli and not Palestinian. Its theatrical practices include a 
wide variety of forms including puppetry, children’s theatre, and ethnographic research followed 
by performance which not only raises awareness of Palestinian history for populations to become 
more politically educated, but also creatively challenges evictions and demolitions taking place 
outside the theatre. Its financial structure, which I discuss in Chapter 11, by not taking money 
from the Israeli government, refuses to legitimize the illegal occupation of East Jerusalem.   

While Jana Natya Manch’s street theatre form was born out of a financial need, the 
structure has become pivotal in the way that it engages communities as well. As most of their 
performances are not heavily advertised ahead of time and rather happen in the streets gathering 
people who live nearby and are passing, Jana Natya Manch is able to effectively incorporate its 
work into the fabric of the communities that it attempts to reach by literally taking the streets 
with its stories. Its coordination with political campaigns like the workers strike in 1988 and 
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against the violence of the Gujrat riots in 2002 exhibit that theatre and political resistance are not 
separate movements, but united in their struggle. Theatre not only accompanies political 
resistance but is an integral part of it as well.  

Both theatres also put an emphasis on reaching audiences that would not traditionally be 
reached, traveling around their respective regions bringing theatre places where theatre is not 
necessarily prevalent or political. Particularly in Palestine where free movement under the 
occupation is intentionally restricted, El-Hakawati’s programming breaches these barriers posed 
by the Israeli state and unites a Palestinian movement across the West Bank. Through a process 
of democratization and equal contribution to the production by a group of people, El-Hakawati 
and Jana Natya Manch replicate the structures of equality their theatres aim to imagine outside 
the theatre, within their processes. El-Hakawati and Jana Natya Manch have effectively inspired, 
both artistically and politically, a new generation of cultural resistance in India and Palestine.  
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7Theatre of the Oppressed  

Iman Aoun, founder of Ashtar Theatre, began her career with East Jerusalem’s El-
Hakawati. She joined the group in 1984 while she was still a university student and studied 
theatre with Francois Abu-Salim which became her “foundation of knowledge and technique” in 
her career. As one of the few women who was a part of the Palestinian theatre movement in the 
1980s, it was challenging for her, but also rewarding, as she was able to pave her own way and 
become an important member of the group. She started theatre when she was young. Like many 
others who grew up in Palestine, she was introduced to theatre “by coincidence, and then it 
became a passion, the thing [she] cared most about, and then a way of living.”127 

Aoun founded Ashtar Theatre in 1991 with her partner Edward Muallem. They both 
believed it was time for theatre makers in Palestine to train the youth on how to create and 
perform professional theatre, not only as a hobby. They developed the theatre using El-Hakawati 
as a foundational model and catering their work to the youth of Palestine. Ashtar does different 
types of programming which falls into the following three categories: educational, community-
centered, and professional.128  

Ashtar’s primary educational program is a three-year drama training academy which 
equips Palestinian youth from both the West Bank and Gaza with theatre skills and prepares 
them for professional goals at the graduation of the program. Aoun explained that teaching 
theatre is not just about the theatre. Rather, because they are under occupation and young people 
in Palestine are suffering on a daily basis because of it, theatre training is a tool of strengthening 
Palestinian identity, giving them a space to find their voices, and teaching how they can use 
theatre as a form of cultural resistance to the Israeli state’s policies. Other educational 
programming includes a two-year program for Palestinian teachers to enhance their skills for 
implementing creative pedagogy in the classroom and bringing theatre to the local schools they 
teach in. The last core educational program is a biennial International Youth Festival which 
fourth-year students of Ashtar’s drama academy lead, taking place over the summer and bringing 
together local and international theatre students who take master classes together, develop 
relationships through cultural exchange, and create artistic work.129 

Ashtar’s community-centered programming is rooted in Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the 
Oppressed. Aoun talked about how “in order to reach freedom, we have to be free from the 
inside first. We have to ask the proper questions ourselves.”130 The goal of Ashtar’s Theatre of 
the Oppressed programming is to enhance dialogue among communities and activate their 
agency which is denied by the state. Specifically, Ashtar uses Forum Theatre in which audiences 
engage with the performers and provide feedback to shape how the narrative being performed 
unfolds. These productions are taken all over the West Bank, reaching audiences that 
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traditionally would not have access to theatre. Aoun emphasized this by marking that she 
“believes in the right of culture for everybody, performing arts is a part of human rights… It is a 
right to have access and be able to really enjoy a performance. It is a right to be engaged in a 
collective think-tank while you are making a play.”131 The performance is therefore a 
community-built product, rather than something the actors fully prepared beforehand. Aoun 
continued, “In a forum play, that kind of democratic setting is very important, because it is the 
only place that people can be against each other in ideas, but actually test them. They can hold 
different points of view and see the results.”132  

Theatre of the Oppressed presents those who engage with it, particularly youth, the 
ability to think critically and take agency of decisions that they otherwise may not have the 
chance to. When an audience member is able to step into a production and determine the 
outcome, especially in a situation where because of their lack of comparative power they are not 
normally able to, their agency is activated. Under the occupation, the agency of Palestinians to 
move, work, and live freely is suppressed. Theatre of the Oppressed gives Palestinians the ability 
to challenge this oppression by changing the outcome of everyday stories in which power works 
against them.  

One of Ashtar’s most recent forum plays is Machine and Hammer, produced in 2016.133 
The performance tells the stories of Abu Safi, a Palestinian carpenter, Sameer, a young man who 
works in construction, and Abu Fuad, the owner of a tailoring shop, all of whom are struggling 
as workers because of unemployment, injuries, and labor laws ineffectively being enforced. The 
production discusses the government’s responsibilities to these workers. As it is a forum play, it 
is open to suggestions, interruptions, and changes throughout, providing the space for critical 
discussion on the topic of workers’ rights in Palestine. In 2017, Machine and Hammer was 
performed 12 times in 6 different governorates, engaging around 1,200 audience members, and 
another 1,000 through the screening of the play on television. Another forum play which 
specifically discusses the impacts of the Israeli occupation on labor practices is A Court. The 
production, based in the Jordan Valley, tackles questions of labor, health, and education and the 
impact that the occupation has on these three sectors. 6 individuals from the Jordan Valley were 
trained to join Ashtar’s actors in the production, and many audiences members contributed to the 
project through the forum setting.134 

A forum play which defines Ashtar’s work in terms of cultural and political resistance 
against the Israeli occupation is Al-Mereya’a wa-l-Qurqa’a or The Guide and the Bell.135 The 
play was written through extensive fieldwork and research on agricultural practices in the West 
Bank, particularly around the Jordan Valley. Raising concerns about the marketing of their 
produce due to competition from Israeli products, the shortage of water resources and reservoirs 
due to Israeli control of these systems, diverting majority of resources towards the settlements, 
and the confiscation of land by the Israeli military, the production raises awareness about the 
agricultural livelihood of these farming communities and the negative impacts the occupation has 
on it. The forum play opens up the stage for audience members to join and propose possible 
strategies and tactics to succeed despite the occupation, in essence establishing the space for 
creative thinking on how to resist. The show was performed 7 times in Ramallah in 2014 for 
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members of relevant governmental and non-governmental organizations and the general 
public.136 In 2015, the play toured and was performed another 18 times in villages around the 
Jordan Valley.137 This model exhibits how Ashtar engages the local community around its 
physical theatre in Ramallah, but also works with the communities which are most affected, in 
this example, by the agricultural landscape of an occupied Palestine. Much of Ashtar’s Theatre 
of the Oppressed work is also in collaboration with international artists and organizations, 
connecting to a larger international Theatre of the Oppressed movement.  

Ashtar’s professional productions are also well known both domestically and 
internationally. Their signature piece, 48 Minutes for Palestine, which is now called Oranges 
and Stones, is an experimental theatre piece produced first in 2010.138 The performance takes 
place on a minimalist set using only oranges and stones, with no words, the story told through 
music and physical theatre. The narrative unfolds with two characters on stage, a man and a 
woman, both unidentified. The woman starts on stage going about her own life and working in 
her garden. The man arrives in her house one day with a suitcase and papers which indicate that 
he now owns her house. The next interactions include a constant, repetitive, back and forth battle 
and power struggle between the man and the woman and the items in the room. Over the course 
of the show, the two characters, through their energy and physicality, build a relationship which 
leaves them responding to one another, their movements feeding off of each other. Eventually, 
through this back and forth it is clear that the woman continues to present as vibrant and 
energetic and the man becomes scared, aggressive, and exhausted, the characters being 
metaphors for Palestine and Israel. The woman, representing Palestine, is empowered through 
her movements to continue to resist the man, while the man, representing Israel, attempting to 
settle down in the woman’s house, is becoming weaker.139  

El-Hakawati’s strategy of presenting the power imbalance and then reversing it is 
reflected in Oranges and Stones. The show tells the history of Israeli aggression on Palestinian 
land and acknowledges its violent attempts to impose occupation and violence through its power. 
At the same time, the woman representing Palestine, through her ability to break free from the 
established power balance in the play but also outside the theatre, is able to rewrite the narrative 
of who has power under the occupation within the theatre.  

When visiting Ramallah, I had the chance to speak with some of the young actors who 
graduated from Ashtar’s theatre academy. I sat down with one of them for a more formal 
interview where I got some insight into what it was like to work with Ashtar and be a young 
actor in Palestine. Because of her request for anonymity, I will be using a pseudonym, Fatima 
Hassan, to tell her story. Like Aoun, Hassan began doing theatre in school.140 Growing up in East 
Jerusalem, Hassan was a part of different drama clubs and arts groups, but she never anticipated 
that it would become a career. When it came time to do her high school tawjihi certification 
exams, she realized that her skills and passions were not in traditional subjects taught in school, 
but theatre. Surprisingly for her, her father actually encouraged her to go study acting and 
become a professional because he saw her talent and passion for it. She went on to apply to the 
theatre academy, graduated from the program, and then started working as a freelance actor in 
the West Bank.141 
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As a freelancer, she works with many different theatres and has taken several theatre 
workshops around the occupied Palestinian territories, but most of her most notable projects in 
Palestine have been with Ashtar. The project she is currently working on is a show called H’alet 
Suqot, or the Fallen Case that discusses freedom of education and speech in Palestine, using 
Inherit the Wind and adapting it within the Palestinian context, telling the story of a 
schoolteacher who was sued for attempting to teach Darwin’s theory in the classroom. The play 
brings up critiques of the education system in Palestine and the greater role of education in 
society, beyond the classroom and within the context of the occupation.142  

Hassan also worked on a project with the Storytelling Center in Amsterdam as a 
freelancer.143 This project brought herself and three other Palestinians together for a performance 
telling their own stories of being Palestinian. All of them, though from Palestine, were living in 
different places. One of them was now living in the United States, another in Berlin, one in 
occupied Haifa, and Hassan in East Jerusalem. She said that audiences were particularly moved 
by this piece because it was about the stories of their everyday lives-- love, relationships, 
childhood, and family.  

Hassan shared a story with me which she told in the piece about how her father, who 
would be the one who took her to the bathroom and to brush her teeth when she was little, was 
put in Israeli prisons for eight years. During this time, as a child, her only understanding of what 
the occupation meant was simply that she wanted the person who took her to the bathroom and 
to brush her teeth back. This dilemma was also relatable for the other Palestinians. She explained 
that it allowed audiences to not see them as human beings as beyond the occupation, but in spite 
of it, exhibiting how they continue their lives even under brutal oppression. This continuation of 
life and its relatable realities is itself a form of resistance for Palestinians. Moreover, a goal of 
the Israeli occupation is to separate Palestinian communities from each other, fragmenting their 
ability to be a united front. This play, bringing together the Palestinian diaspora, defied that goal, 
another way in which this play resisted the occupation and on the international stage at that.  

Hassan also talked in detail about what it means to be an actor in Palestine, especially as 
a young woman. Though there is a certain level of engagement with and recognition of theatre in 
Palestine, being involved with it is not seen as a respected career. Hassan says she was lucky to 
have supportive parents but for many people and some of her distant family members, theatre is 
connected to notions of impropriety, particularly because of its physical nature. To see a woman 
on stage using her body in a performance is considered taboo and more consequentially, not a 
serious career. She described a typical conversation she often has with people in Palestine. 
“What do you do? I'm an actress. Oh nice. But what do you really do? Teacher? I don't know, I'm 
just an actress! It's already not a very smooth concept for people to accept that you're an actor. 
And so how about to be an actress?”144Hassan accepts this skepticism as a challenge she has to 
push against, amongst many other challenges that living in Palestine as an actress brings along 
with it. 

This skepticism also exhibits that gender continues to play an important role in who is 
seen on stage in Palestine. As Huda Al-Imam and Iman Aoun’s stories explain, in their early 
days engaging with theatre, women were not commonly involved in the space. Ashtar’s youth 
training academy has changed that but has not yet been able to transform the realities of 
gendered norms in Palestinian society outside of the theatre. Hassan explained that many women 
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join the academy but because of societal pressures, often drop out in the first year. As much as 
Ashtar attempts to challenge these gendered norms in the theatre, society’s reflections persist. 
While it is able to resist some narratives of the occupation and Palestinian society, others, like 
gendered norms, are harder to change.  

When I asked Hassan about how much she truly believes in theatre as a form of 
resistance, if at all, she focused on the power it holds to empower political consciousness and 
individual transformation to face the occupation. “In my point of view,” she said, “if you want to 
fight against your occupier, you need to fix yourself from the inside out.”145 She recognized that 
the Israeli occupation attempts to stifle opportunities for Palestinians to think and grow. By 
making their lives difficult through checkpoints, curfews, and fear, the state attempts to control 
society and force it to be unable to live freely and creatively. Theatre allows the opportunity to 
combat that. In Palestine, theatre provides the space for people to critically question and not 
accept what is given as fixed. In the global arena, theatre allows Palestinians to shape their own 
narratives about the occupation internationally and how their lives are affected because of it.  

Ashtar’s educational, community, and professional programming is rooted in principles 
of call and response.146 Engaging the community as the centerpiece of its work, Ashtar is able to 
present a united cultural resistance against the Israeli state, taking what communities see as 
concerns and their solutions and amplifying them. Similarly, in Kolkata, the Jana Sanskriti 
Center for Theatre of the Oppressed bases its work in Augusto Boal’s practices within the Indian 
context. I was not able to coordinate schedules for an interview with Dr. Sanjoy Ganguly, 
founder of Jana Sanskriti, but draw here from his published written narratives.  

Dr. Ganguly was initially a political organizer in West Bengal, working in rural 
communities to assist them in organizing their resources and political efficacy.147 Finding that 
there was a “need for a space for debate,” Ganguly realized theatre was an effective tool for 
engagement with progressive politics in the rural areas of West Bengal.148 The village where the 
grassroots movement of Jana Sanskriti began was called Dahakanda. He had established 
relationships with the locals in Dahakanda, including an individual named Pashupati who was a 
leader in the community. Folk music and performance was already an important part of village 
life in Dahakanda and every year around the time of the spring harvest, an important folk 
performance called Gajan is performed. Ganguly started attending the rehearsals for this year’s 
performance of Gajan and grew closer to the musicians and actors who were involved with the 
project.149 Through this performance, he himself realized his appreciation for theatre and “felt 
rejuvenated by the dedication and sincerity” he experienced while a part of the process.150    

After his transformative experience with Gajan, Ganguly wrote his first play, a selection 
of different narratives about exploitation and deprivation, which was performed around many 
different villages and titled Theatre of the Oppressed.151 This title is ironic because at this point, 
Ganguly had no idea what Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed technique was but named 
the piece this because it was performed by people who he considered oppressed. After a couple 
months of performing this piece, he invited a theatre critic to see it and after seeing the 
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performance, the critic frankly told him that it was obvious these narratives were scripted from 
an urban perspective, not including the stories of the very people that were performing them.152  

The dilemma of someone like Dr. Ganguly entering a rural space and coming from an 
urban perspective, not realizing his positionality, is reflective of what the IPTA struggled with in 
Bengal in the colonial period and in the years after 1947. Effectively engaging rural communities 
and their traditions of political theatre was a challenge then and continues to be now. This 
tension points to a reality in theatres of resistance in that it is commonly an urban activity. Even 
though groups in India and Palestine try to reach beyond urban areas, with scarce resources, 
these communities are often ignored and their situations misunderstood and dominated by those 
at the forefront of these movements in urban areas.  

Dr. Ganguly did attempt to think deeply about this urban and rural tension. When 
realizing that he had ignored the central purpose of what his work was trying to do, he rewrote 
Theatre of the Oppressed, now calling it Gayer Panchali, or The Song of the Village, the 
villagers contributing to all parts of the production process.153 In its new iteration, the play 
revolves around the relationship between the local government committee, or the Panchayat, and 
the villagers, hitting on themes of corruption in poverty alleviation, lack of proper healthcare and 
just employment, and democratic political will on behalf of the Panchayat. The piece has been 
performed 1,500 times since it was rewritten in 1987.154  

From this play, Jana Sanskriti was given life, “disturb[ing] those who had been enjoying 
power by exploiting us,” as Ganguly explained.155 The birth of Jana Sanskriti is situated within 
the context of responding to the state, its policies, and lack of care for the rural communities of 
West Bengal. Jana Sankriti’s mission from the beginning was reclaiming narratives of the power 
a villager in West Bengal holds and can assert in relationship to the state. Ganguly himself states 
that “Jana Sanskriti grew out of a political need and theatre became one of the means of political 
action.”156 Over the next years, Jana Sanskriti grew closer to the rural communities it was 
working in and continued producing plays that discussed critical topics from environmental 
degradation to political corruption.157 

 A question which remained, however, was how far theatre could really go politically 
beyond the performance. In 1991, Ganguly learned about Augusto Boal and his work of Theatre 
of the Oppressed. He described that “coming into contact with Augusto Boal’s thinking was 
certainly a moment of rebirth for Jana Sanskriti.”158 Further entrenching local voices in their 
work and eliminating elements of elitism in their productions, forum theatre found a stronghold 
in West Bengal. Ganguly explained that this shift was a transition from theatre which had 
become a theatre of propaganda to theatre that was truly communal and democratic, wrestling 
with community issues centering the voices of those affected most closely.  

One of Jana Sanskriti’s most well-known forum plays is Amra Jekhaney Dariye or Where 
We Stand.159 At the core of the piece are the themes of party politics, violence between parties, 
and the exaltation of political ideology over people. The scene is set with four actors, each on 
one corner of a square, holding up sign boards which represented different imagined “workers 
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parties” and yelling to a group of “impoverished people” to convince them to join their 
movements.160 Chaos ensues, no one is able to decide which party will serve them best, and the 
impoverished remain hungry with no support in the end. The forum aspect of the play begins at 
this point when audience members are invited to join the performance and decide which party 
they will choose to represent them. Many audience members in Jana Sanskriti’s performances of 
this play would take the places of the actors portraying the members of the impoverished 
community and challenge the representatives of the parties. They would tell the others in the 
groups to form a new party which actually catered to their own needs, thinking about possible 
solutions to this dilemma.161 This style of forum theatre provides the opportunity for the 
disenfranchised to engage in conversations which they are generally left out of and be centered 
as knowledge-holders and decision-makers of their own lives.  

Jana Sanskriti’s work does not specifically focus on challenging narratives of cultural and 
religious nationalism but challenges state narratives and policies nonetheless. Ganguly described 
the role of Theatre of the Oppressed in India as promoting collective thinking within Indian 
politics, allowing the communities thoughts and feelings to be translated into the political sphere, 
providing alternatives to existing principles and policies.162 Moreover, through practices like 
Forum Theatre, when audiences are pushed to engage with the perspectives and realities of the 
oppressor, they understand their own oppression better, making them more capable to fight 
against it when faced with it in the future. Its work is particularly powerful in bringing the 
narratives of rural communities to the forefront of national conversations, especially women who 
live in rural areas. Of its 30 troupes which work all across India, 10 of them are all-female.163  

Dr. Ganguly and Jana Sanskriti are proud of the agency that women have in their theatre 
across India. Through most of my research, however, I noticed that in positions of leadership and 
at the center of these movements, women are not always included. This lack of gender parity is 
reflective of the Palestinian case. Theatre attempts to replicate and deconstruct structures inside 
of the theatre and in plays, but these norms often still pervade what happens in the work and how 
it is produced. There may be a variety of reasons for this gender inequality, one of which could 
be that being a part of theatre in India is a part-time, unpaid commitment, conflicting with the 
schedules of many women who still hold responsibility in society for the household and children.  

Like Ashtar’s biennial Theatre of the Oppressed festival, Jana Sanskriti hosts biennial 
Muktadharas which bring together people from across India and around the world to share best 
practices about forum theatre. Each time the festival takes place, the main activities take place in 
Kolkata but then the festival tours around rural Bengal, the center of Jana Sanskriti’s foundation 
and work. Because most of Jana Sanskriti’s regional teams do work in their respective regions 
and do not necessarily interact other times of the year, the biennial Muktadhara is an opportunity 
for the various arms of Jana Sanskriti to come together to create and share art.164  

Ashtar Theatre and Jana Sanskriti’s work focuses on bringing those most affected to the 
forefront of political discussion through the practices of Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the 
Oppressed. By pushing democratization of narratives through these theatrical practices, 
communities generally ignored by the state are able to resist and assert their own narratives. 
Ashtar’s approach in its founding immediately after the Oslo Accords recognizes the failure of 
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diplomacy in ending the occupation of Palestine. It was conceptualized in a time when there was 
a lot of disillusionment about the Palestinian cause, particularly after the First Intifada had been 
defeated. While many were turning to military resistance as the only remaining option, Ashtar 
Theatre provided an alternative cultural resistance which could empower Palestinian youth, 
growing up in this political moment, to use the power of narratives to challenge the occupation. 
Its focus on teaching professional theatre skills on producing quality plays is also striking. 
Whereas many theatre programs for youth are more about the process and engagement than the 
final product, Ashtar values how professional its productions are and the tangible theatre skills 
that its youth are learning. The theatre’s philosophy believes that in order to be successful in 
cultural resistance, it must master its art.  

Forum Theatre is an overtly political space that Ashtar Theatre and Jana Sanskriti use to 
reshape power balances. Jana Sanskriti’s insistence on expanding the reach of theatre beyond the 
urban areas of India to the rural communities operates on the reality that the voices of rural 
communities are rarely heard in the process of development of the post-colonial state. Without a 
doubt, it struggles in balancing curating a theatrical experience which is divorced from an urban- 
centric approach but has made strides in India in raising the voices of those not traditionally 
heard. Ashtar Theatre and Jana Sanskriti’s ability to use Forum Theatre as a space to model 
society and imagine its future resists the institutional authority that the respective post-colonial 
states hold to define the futures of communities through their own institutional visions of cultural 
and religious nationalism.   
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8 Reasserting Indigeneity and a Homeland   

Abdelfattah Abusrour also grew up doing theatre like many Palestinian children. His 
mom was interested in theatre, painting, and photography, so he was raised in a household which 
valued and cared about the arts.165 Through grade school and into his undergraduate studies, 
Abusrour participated in amateur theatre work with a small theatre group, traveling to different 
areas of Palestine and performing short plays and doing improvisation. He also recalled 
memories of sneaking into Jerusalem to be able to work with and watch El-Hakawati perform in 
the late 1980s. Academically, he studied biology for his undergraduate coursework, and got his 
Masters and PhD in mechanical engineering. While he was in France for his Masters and PhD 
and simultaneously engaged in playwriting, directing, and acting, he decided that his heart was 
really in theatre, not science. It was in France that he started improving his professional theatre 
skills and learning new techniques which he could apply in the Palestinian context. It was not 
until he was away from Palestine and denied a nationality abroad that he realized the importance 
of narratives of resistance to the systems which kept him from legally calling Palestine home, 
narratives which could effectively be expressed through theatre.  

Before leaving for France, Abusrour was on the board of the Youth Center in Aida Camp 
in Bethlehem. Aida Camp is a camp of about 2,400 people, two-thirds of whom are under the age 
of 24, all living in a confined space of about ten acres, and where an illegal wall of separation 
was built by Israel, occupying much of the North and West quarters of the camp.166 Aida Camp 
has faced lots of aggression by the Israeli Defense Forces, being one of the camps most heavily 
exposed to teargas in Palestine, according to a study conducted by the University of California at 
Berkeley.167 Abusrour founded Al-Rowwad in 1998 in response to this disproportionately large 
population of youth, his belief in the arts as a tool of “beautiful resistance,” and the new 
techniques and training he had received in France.168 Started in his parents’ house in two rooms, 
Al-Rowwad centered the voices of youth in its arts, eventually expanding its programming to 
include theatre, dance, music, and photography. 

Abusrour did not deny military resistance as a legitimate response to the occupation. He 
spoke about how every form of resistance, including military, was a form of “beautiful 
resistance” because it fought for the rights of Palestinians to belong to and return to their 
homeland. He did advocate for cultural resistance as providing an alternative for youth to express 
their frustrations, saying that he does not believe he can tell Palestinian youth to stop throwing 
stones but can tell them that he has another option if they are interested. Within the context of a 
very present conversation about the legitimate ability for Palestinians to use violence against the 
occupation, Abusrour responds by justifying it in its own right but also presenting alternatives.169  

                                                             
165 Abdelfattah Abusrour. Personal interview. Bethlehem, December 18, 2018.  
166 Ibid., Personal interview. 
167 Rohini Harr and Jess Ghannam. “No Safe Spaces,” (Berkeley: Berkeley School of Law, 2017).  
168 Ibid., Personal interview.  
169 Ibid., Personal interview.  



40 

The performance that Al-Rowwad is best-known for both locally in Palestine and abroad 
is We Are the Children of the Camp. This piece was Al-Rowwad’s first complete play, the 
writing and production all led by the youth themselves. Abusrour talked to me in detail about 
their process for the production, which gave insight into the way that Al-Rowwad develops 
political consciousness in their youth, like Ashtar, through theatre. He began the process by 
asking the youth participating in the production what peace means to them. When finding that 
their conceptualizations of peace were either absent or underdeveloped, he pushed them further 
to identify instances in their lives where they were not at peace. Having the students write about 
their everyday lives, going to and from school, what happens at home and in their communities, 
they developed scenes which depicted everyday life in Palestine. These conversations became 
more complex as the youth started talking about the villages and homes their families came from, 
what happened to these villages and homes during al-Nakba, and how their ancestors became 
refugees in their own country.170 

The show then mapped out the Palestinian struggle, starting from al-Nakba until the Oslo 
Accords--- questioning what peace really meant to the Palestinian youth and challenging the idea 
that Oslo actually made any progress. Through different workshops with the youth, 
improvisation sessions, and creative writing to put it all together by Abusrour, We Are the 
Children of the Camp was written. The show toured around Palestine and the world more than 
any other play produced by Al-Rowwad. They traveled to perform it in Sweden, Denmark, 
France, Austria, and the United States, continuing performances of the play even today.171  

Through this production, the youth are developing their own political consciousness and 
participating in the collective memory building of Palestinian society. They are learning about 
the history of the cultural and religious nationalism of Zionism which made Palestinians refugees 
and the stories of the communities that their families came from. State narratives of Zionism 
present it as an ideology which is a civilizing, democratic force. Palestinian youth, through the 
process of creating and performing We Are the Children of the Camp, understand at a deeper 
level that the state narrative is exclusive and has lead to them living in the camp that they do, 
prevented from movement into their family’s historic homeland by a wall.  

Another production which exemplifies Al-Rowwad’s commitment to theatre of resistance 
is The Doll.172 First written and produced in 2010, the piece was performed by 7 young 
Palestinian women, ages 9-14. The performance begins with a girl who enters the scene with a 
doll. While she is innocently dancing with her doll, another older and seemingly tougher girl 
rushes on stage, takes the doll away from her, and stomps on it and throws it off-stage. This 
character establishes herself as the Oppressor. As the other girls come on stage, each telling the 
stories of their hopes and dreams, attempting to act them out for the audience, the Oppressor 
takes away their ability to do so. In one instance, it appears that the Oppressor is controlling the 
minds of the girls and manipulating them to act in a certain way, like puppets being controlled by 
a puppeteer. One of the girls finally breaks away from this control and recites a poem by 
Mahmoud Darwish which reads, “Write, I am an Arab, A name without a title, Patient in a 
country where everything pushes to anger.”173 The Oppressor continues her attempts to destroy 
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the doll, but eventually, the girls are able to rise up, take the Oppressor to the ground, and then 
lift the Oppressor up to join them in their struggle.  

Erin Mee, who wrote about the plot of this play, explained how this exhibits Al-
Rowwad’s insistence on transformation, rather than revenge, teaching the girls, but also 
expressing to audiences, that the enemy is not people who commit injustice, but injustice 
itself.174 The metaphor here is quite clear. Israel’s occupation is the Oppressor while the girls 
who resisting against its control over their lives are the Palestinians. This performance, 
particularly its conclusion, imagines a society in which young women, through their resistance, 
transform injustice, and defeat the occupation. This metaphorical form of theatre allows people 
who come from different levels of knowledge about the occupation to gain a deeper 
understanding of what it means. Furthermore, it establishes a code between the performers and 
the audience in that metaphors are used to extrapolate political realities. Palestinians immediately 
relate as it is a struggle they face on a daily basis, while others are given the metaphor as a point 
of engagement.  

Al-Rowwad also takes its theatre performances and improvisational work outside of Aida 
Refugee Camp to the rest of the West Bank. Mobile Beautiful Resistance, Al-Rowwad’s 
traveling theatre performance and improvisation project, reaches between 20,000 to 60,000 
people per year across the West Bank, depending on the funding for the year.175 Similar to the 
previous example Al-Hakawati’s Kufr Shamma, theatre serves different roles locally in Palestine 
and internationally. Mobile Resistance’s goal of engaging audiences beyond the literal walls of 
its camp further solidifies a united, cultural resistance movement and defies the attempt of the 
Israeli occupation to divide Palestinian communities. Abusrour said, “Through song, dance and 
performance, the young actors of Al-Rowwad not only portray the tragedies of the past and 
present, but continue to express their dedication to struggle, their strength and connection to 
Palestine, and their unbreakable commitment and hope to return to their homes and live as true 
human beings on their land.”176 Mobile Beautiful Resistance furthers this mission by bringing 
Palestinian communities together to do just that and equipping them with the platform to imagine 
a liberated Palestine.  

Israeli narratives have constructed Palestinian youth, especially young men, as criminals 
and terrorists. Al-Rowwad’s anti-occupation theatre attempts to transform these narratives. In 
India, the Denotified Tribes are similarly known and understood as the criminals of the country 
and have been for generations. Budhan Theatre aims to transform these state narratives and 
assert the belonging of indigenous communities within the fabric of the post-colonial Indian 
state. Dakxin Chhara, born in Chharanagar, Ahmedabad in 1973, belongs to the indigenous 
Chhara community in India.177 Chhara began doing theatre at a young age. He joked about how 
he would get in trouble for skipping class to attend theatre workshops instead. He was really 
interested in theatre and its ability to tackle social problems and amplify narratives of 
communities, like his, who were targeted by the state and not recognized as citizens of India. 
Chhara always wanted to be a filmmaker but theatre was his “social and political 
commitment.”178 His mind thought creatively, however, there were not that many opportunities 
for him to engage in theatre in the community growing up.  
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In the 1980s, a theatre director named Prem Prakash wanted to put on a production of 
Badal Sircar’s Spartacus, for which he needed characters to play slaves.179 Prakash had indicated 
that he needed dark-skinned people to play these roles and came to the Chhara community for 
these actors because they had darker skin than the Sindhi actors that were a part of his company. 
This play, though racist in its selection of the Chhara community to play the slaves defining that 
they were what slaves looked like, was the first Sircar play to be in done in Gujrati by the 
Chharas. Several years went by after Spartacus until about 10 years later, Sircar’s Juloos was 
produced, once again by Prem Prakash but never actually performed. Chhara explained that his 
knowledge base of political theatre was learned from Prakash. Prakash was his Francois Abu-
Salim and Safdar Hashmi.   

This instance of racism is an example of societal norms pervading theatre, even when 
they are trying to disrupt them. Prem Prakash’s work is anti-colonial and anti-imperial but at the 
same time reinforces the same stereotypes of indigenous communities that the British did and the 
post-colonial state still does. It was a way for the Chhara community to get involved in theatre, 
but the fact that it was a racist venture to get them to play slaves in the show must be noted. 
Theatres of resistance are not divorced from these injustices affecting their processes as well.  

Chhara studied psychology through graduate school, and then realized that theatre and 
advocacy was the direction he wanted to go in, eventually following his passion for the arts in his 
career. Alongside Dr. Ganesh Devy and Mahashweta Devi, two individuals who were deeply 
engaged in advocacy and litigation work for the Chhara community and indigenous communities 
in India at large, Chhara produced Budhan Theatre’s namesake production of Budhan in 1998, 
telling the story of Budhan Sabar, an indigenous man who was murdered by police in West 
Bengal.180 Mahashweta Devi was the lawyer who argued Budhan Sabar’s case in court and Dr. 
Ganesh Devi was an academic living in West Bengal doing research on the tribal languages of 
India and started a publication called Budhan, publishing the interim judgment of Sabar’s case as 
well as other material about the cultural and social vibrance of the indigenous communities of 
India. In Ahmedabad, Chhara read the publication of this judgment and when Dr. Devy and Devi 
were visiting Chharanagar, he met with them. They asked him what the Chhara community 
needed and he said a community library, especially since many members of the community were 
educated, but did not have much access to literature. Dr. Devy and Devi supported the creation 
of a community library and in the process, suggested to Chhara that he write a play to be 
performed by the community about Sabar’s interim judgment.  

Chhara explained that it was through working with Dr. Ganesh Devy and Mahashweta 
Devi who were well-versed in the history of the Denotified Tribes of India that reeducated the 
Chhara community about their own history, the history of discrimination against their 
communities, and the roots of the targeting they faced in the present. They “accepted the 
discrimination,” Chhara said, but until this production they were “not aware of the historical 
reasons for it…. These memories were erased.”181 This process is a clear example of a 
reclamation of history through theatre. The Chhara community learning about its past which has 
been erased by the state’s narratives can be compared to the Palestinians engaging with what 
their villages were like before al-Nakba through performance, relearning their histories by 
centering their own communities as a form of resistance in itself. Chhara went on to talk about 
how the artistic and cultural traditions of the tribal communities like the Chhara community are 
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the oldest traditions in the world, and putting an emphasis on theatre in Chharanagar once again 
was a part of reclaiming that. This process was strongly supported by Dr. Devy and his work of 
activism against the new rise of the right-wing regime in India. He worked to raise the narratives 
of the indigenous communities who the state was disregarding as Indian, the Chhara community 
being one of them and Budhan Theatre the platform they used to do so.  

Budhan Theatre’s practice is rooted in Badal Sircar’s work of The Third Theatre. “I 
found Badal Sircar’s theatre very powerful,” Chhara said, “in terms of communicating your 
message. It is very intimate and political.”182 Particularly, Chhara finds Sircar’s sentiment of 
bringing theatre to the people rather than the people coming to the theatre relevant in the current 
time where the film industry dominates India’s cultural scene. The notion of bringing theatre to 
the people rooted in the mission of the IPTA which Chhara also said Budhan Theatre is inspired 
by. In the political sphere, those with power generally ignore communities like the Chhara 
community in Ahmedabad. Budhan Theatre’s work which gives the opportunity for the 
community to be a part of the conversations it has always been left out of was transformative.  

Since the production of Budhan, Budhan Theatre has presented 47 other plays which 
touch on similar topics of police violence, communalism, and the insistence of the post-colonial 
state to replicate the policies of the colonial state and deny the Denotified Tribes their social, 
legal, and economic rights.183 Pinya Hari Kale Ki Maut, or The Death of Pinya Hari Kale was 
produced after Budhan in 1999.184 The play tells the story of Pinya Hari Kale, a member of the 
Pardhi tribe in Maharashtra, who was killed by the police in the Baramati district. The play was 
performed several times at meetings and seminars hosted by the Denotified Tribes as a way of 
amplifying Pinya’s death and in 2000 was also watched by the Chief Justice of India at the time, 
Mr. Venkatesh Chhallaiya. Encounter, produced by Budhan Theatre in 2001, tells the story of 
Deepak Pawar, a member of the DNT community in the Solapur district of Maharashtra.185 
Pawar, in order to economically sustain himself, would beg on the streets and eventually got 
pulled into brewing and selling liquor, being given permission to do so through bribes to the 
local police. In one instance, however, a bribe was denied and he was consequently killed by the 
police and reported as having participated in weapon trafficking. Encounter was performed over 
50 times around India and also seen by 20 high-ranking police officials at an international 
seminar regarding the Denotified Tribes.186  

Both Pinya Hari Kale Ki Maut and Encounter provide interesting examples of instances 
in which performances critiquing the state’s exclusionary policies were engaged with by 
representatives of the state. The performance of Pinya Hari Kale Ki Maut in the presence of the 
Chief Justice of India at the time and the performance of Encounter for several police officials 
are examples of Budhan Theatre literally responding to the state through its theatre. The 
oppression that is perpetuated by the institutions that these officials belong to is beyond 
interpersonal, of course, and not solely a problem of individuals, but the ability of members of 
the DNT community, a community whose narratives are ignored, to physically tell its narratives 
in front of these representatives who hold power is another example of how Budhan Theatre is a 
theatre of resistance and power-balance shifting.  
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Budhan Theatre produced another Badal Sircar play in 2004 called Bhoma.187 The 
production originally revolves around the narrative of a Bengali peasant from the Sundarban 
district who is the representation the common man in India. Many of Sircar’s plays reduce the 
role of identifiable characters in an attempt to allow the character being presented to represent 
the greater society, the oppressed.188 Budhan’s rendition of the play incorporated the challenges 
of the Chhara community in Ahmedabad, particularly focusing on the destruction of poor 
neighborhoods in the community and housing rights for the people who lived in the slums. The 
show was performed 10 times throughout the country, most notably outside of the District 
Collector’s office and the house of Ahmedabad City’s District Municipal Commissioner, 
challenging policies which were destroying the homes and livelihoods of community members. 
Furthermore, Mujhe Mat Maro, Saab, or Don’t Hit Me, Sir tells the stories of three incidents of 
violence against members of the indigenous communities alongside their inability to maintain 
stable and affordable housing. The play was performed 70 times, half of which were 
commissioned by an organization called Action Aid which advocates for housing rights for the 
indigenous communities of India.189  

Several of Budhan’s plays also directly discuss the role of British colonialism in the 
history of the Denotified Tribes of India. Ulgulan is about the historic Forest Rights movement 
led by Birsa Mumda during the period of British rule.190 Depicting the resistance of forest 
communities to the British, the show was created with performers from the Tribal Academy of 
Gujarat and performed in Gujarat over 25 times at different local fairs. British, Come Back to 
India, is similarly about colonial legacies of discrimination and legal bias against the Chhara 
community, concluding with the reality that these forms of discrimination are not any less 
present today.191 Budhan Theatre, like Al-Rowwad, also puts on several theatre festivals, 
bringing together theatres from around India which do work on theatre as a tool of resistance. 
Moreover, the festivals bring together indigenous communities from around India to strategize 
and discuss their conditions as Denotified Tribes and how they can continue to challenging state 
practices collectively. Just as Al-Rowwad’s Mobile Resistance pushes beyond defined 
communities which walls and checkpoints enforce, Budhan Theatre’s festivals and national-level 
engagement build a larger, cohesive resistance movement for indigenous rights.  

“Art is the solution to bring the inner change in your spectator to produce certain 
emotions. With theatre, as it is face-to-face, especially with physical theatre, intimate theatre, it 
has a deep impact on your spectator,” Chhara said.192 He talked about how he believes that they 
have changed a lot of people in the community over the last 20 years, inspiring them to become 
actors, journalists, artists, pursue passions that tell the stories of the Chhara community. “They 
started to realize who are they so that they can speak fluently and fearlessly,” and that is the 
power of Budhan Theatre according to Chhara.193 Moreover, he believes that theatre and the arts 
are the “best resistance to the operations committed by the state.”194  

Al-Rowwad and Budhan Theatre’s practices center the notion of indigeneity and 
homeland in their work. In the Palestinian context and in Al-Rowwad’s work, theatre as a means 
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of remembering not only the events of the past, but the homeland itself which was destroyed by 
al-Nakba, allows Palestinians to reclaim these villages as their own. By giving youth the 
opportunity to research their own family histories and learn about the exclusionary nationalism 
of Zionism and how it manifested to affect the lives of Palestinians, Al-Rowwad is politically 
preparing youth to continue fighting against the occupation. Its ability to do theatre under mass 
surveillance and in front of the wall that surrounds Aida Camp transforms notions of the agency 
Palestinians have. The security state limits their movement and expression while Al-Rowwad 
amplifies it. Moreover, as Palestinians who continue to identify as refugees in a refugee camp in 
Bethlehem, Al-Rowwad furthers avenues of political expression for the right of return one day  
to the homeland the youth learn and perform about.  

Budhan Theatre’s work of uplifting the narratives of the indigenous communities of India 
and particular emphasis on housing rights gives them the ability to assert that they belong in their 
villages without expulsion and to the understanding of what it means to be Indian. In the state’s 
eyes, the Denotified Tribes, by virtue of their indigenous existence, are seen as untrustworthy 
and criminal. Budhan Theatre’s ability to tell the stories of police brutality against the Denotified 
Tribes and their criminalization challenges state perceptions of indigenous communities. The 
form of street theatre transforms the public sphere for the Chhara community from one where 
they are seen as only good for committing crimes to one where they have and express political 
agency, reclaiming the streets and neighborhoods to which they have been indigenous for 
centuries. 

Both Al-Rowwad and Budhan Theatre challenge state narratives about their communities 
and imagine possibilities for political and social change, defying the lack of possibilities for 
action presented to them by the state. Just like El-Hakawati, Jana Natya Manch, Ashtar Theatre, 
and Jana Sanskriti, they provide space for communities to relearn forgotten histories and 
reconstruct collective memories of the role of their communities in their post-colonial societies.  
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9 Cultural Resistance in Crisis   

Faisal Abu-Alhayjaa was born and raised in the Jenin Refugee Camp.195 The camp was 
established in 1953, only a few years after al-Nakba. The camp is home to almost 16,000 
Palestinian refugees today and is administered by UNRWA, the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency, established for assisting and recognizing Palestinian refugees in 1950. Alhayjaa 
started doing theatre when he was a child in the UNRWA schools in Jenin Camp.  It was not 
until after he saw the film Arna’s Children, however, that he began to think about it as a potential 
career. The film depicts the history of the Freedom Theatre, what was first known as the Stone 
Theatre and how theatre was used to combat the brutal occupation by Israeli human rights 
activist Arna Mer-Khamis, the mother of Juliano Mer-Khamis, who was half Palestinian and half 
Israeli, both influential in amplifying the theatre scene in Palestine.196  

It is very clear that the Freedom Theatre was born in crisis. The history of what was then 
the Stone Theatre begins with Arna Mer-Khamis starting a project in the Jenin Refugee Camp 
called Care and Learning in the early 90s during the First Intifada.197 The goal of the project was 
to use theatre in the camp to address trauma, reinvigorate the community, and make sense of 
what was happening in Palestine at the moment, recalling history and imagining the future. Arna 
Mer-Khamis received an award of $50,000 for her work in Jenin and used the money to build 
The Stone Theatre in the middle of the camp. Her work continued over the years alongside 
Juliano Mer-Khamis, but in 2002, during the Israeli army invasion of Jenin Refugee Camp, the 
theatre was destroyed.198  

After watching the film, Alhayjaa realized that his cousin, Ashraf Alhayjaa was in the 
film. Ecstatic that there was someone in his family who was a part of this theatre movement, he 
felt that he finally had a connection to theatre and now he wanted to be “a Palestinian Romeo” 
and pursue acting.199 In 2004, at the age of 13, Alhayjaa became involved with the Stone 
Theatre. Alhayjaa learned about the theatre school and joined the first class of students taught by 
Juliano Mer-Khamis. In 2006, Mer-Khamis established the Freedom Theatre, 4 years after the 
building had been bombed in the 2002 Israeli army invasion of the camp. He described Mer-
Khamis as a very charismatic guy and a tough, hard teacher, making his students push through 
intensive theatre training and not being gentle in his critiques of them. It was not until later that 
Alhayjaa realized why Mer-Khamis had been such a difficult teacher, but appreciates it now, 
saying he was “touched by his energy and how he talks to people.”200 Each year, their 
conversations about theatre and its role as cultural resistance intensified, becoming more 
complex as Alhayjaa’s class advanced.  
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It was Mer-Khamis that convinced Alhayjaa that the Third Intifada should be cultural, 
that it is theatre, art, poetry, and music that will liberate Palestine. “There’s a revolution become 
in my body and my mind,” Alhayjaa said.201 It made him feel alive and passionate about the 
Palestinian resistance, making him feel as if he had an AK-47. Growing up with tanks, sieges, 
home demolitions, and attacks in the streets, Alhayjaa talked about how having a gun for 
resistance was the dream for him and his friends, but the energy that Mer-Khamis brought made 
him feel as there was another form of strong resistance that did not have to involve violence. 
When Mer-Khamis was murdered on the 4th of April in 2011, Alhayjaa was completely 
convinced of how real of a resistance Mer-Khamis and The Freedom Theatre’s work was. “Not 
only are people in front of tanks and in battle, these freedom fighters, these actors, they can be 
killed,” Alhayjaa said.202  

When Mer-Khamis was murdered, Alhayjaa was not in Jenin because he had gotten into 
some arguments with Mer-Khamis and decided to move to Ramallah for a while. In fact, he 
never even graduated from The Freedom Theatre because of these arguments. After hearing of 
Mer-Khamis’ death, however, he was energized, returned back to Jenin, and began working with 
the Freedom Theatre once again. His first project again with the Freedom Theatre was going to 
Germany with the new students for 70 shows of a performance there. His colleagues at The 
Freedom Theatre felt he was best suited to speak for the theatre abroad now that Mer-Khamis 
had died. Constantly responding to the international press because of his relationship to Mer-
Khamis and ability to speak English well, at this moment, he became the individual who went 
around the world telling the stories of Jenin Refugee Camp as a representative of The Freedom 
Theatre.203  

After this tour in Germany, from 2011 to 2016, Alhayjaa was a resident artist at The 
Freedom Theatre. He taught in the theatre school, led the Freedom Bus project, which tours 
Palestine, similar to Al-Rowwad’s Mobile Beautiful Resistance, with activists and artists from 
around the world, not only bringing The Freedom Theatre’s work to places without access to 
theatre, but also internationally renowned activists and artists. The Freedom Bus project also was 
a vehicle for collecting stories of Palestinians from around the West Bank and connecting efforts 
of cultural resistance.204  

One of the plays that Alhayjaa directed during his time at The Freedom Theatre was 
called Atuwani.205 The show told the stories of a village called Atuwani which is in Zone C, the 
zone in which settlements are rampant in the West Bank on the outskirts of major cities. The 
characters that the audience is introduced to include a woman who shows resistance to the Israeli 
army when they try to destroy her kindergarten classroom, children who are accused of stealing 
their own fruit, alongside other situations in which settlers and the Israeli army make life difficult 
for the Palestinians. The play presents the way that the Atuwani community cleverly and 
effectively resists these challenges. The show was written through an extensive research and 
interview process with those who live in Atuwani to tell their stories of resisting the occupation 
and sharing them around the West Bank.  

The Freedom Theatre has produced over 31 productions like Atuwani since it was 
officially founded by Juliano Mer-Khamis in 2006. One of the most recent plays of The Freedom 
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Theatre is Untitled: 70th Nakba.206 The performance aims to retell the history of al-Nakba 70 
years later and challenge conceptions of what really happened to Palestinian villages in 1948. 
Through monologues, humor, and curiosity, the play is centered around the stories of three 
Palestinians, each going on their own quest of research and interviewing to find out what really 
happened during al-Nakba. Collective memory recreates the events of 1948 from the Palestinian 
perspective. Almost every Palestinian theatre of resistance I researched has a project similar to 
this one. This repetition in narrative is telling of the priorities of Palestinian theatres. History is at 
the core of advocating in the present and valued in the struggle against the occupation, both 
because it is at the center of Palestinian political goals but also because it constructs a narrative 
which defies the one presented by the state.  

The Siege, produced in 2015, is about the 2002 attack on Bethlehem which lasted 39 
days, the recreation of another historical event.207 The play is presented from the perspective of 
six freedom fighters who talk about their relationships to each other, Palestine, and the Israeli 
army, as they recount their experience holding out in the Church of Nativity and fighting back 
against the Bethlehem siege. The piece explores questions of violence, at what points individuals 
who are fighting back are not terrorists but morally justified in using violence to liberate their 
nation, and reframes the narrative on what it means to militarily resist the occupation. The Siege 
was performed all over the West Bank and toured in the United Kingdom, performed there for 20 
sold-out audiences at 10 different venues.208 Return to Palestine similarly touches on stories of 
resistance from around the West Bank through playback theatre, a form of forum theatre in 
which audience members can engage and add in their own stories to the performance. Much of 
the play is also about reconstructing Palestine with the bodies of the actors, claiming a physical, 
expressive agency of the homeland.209  

Suicide Note from Palestine, produced originally in 2013, is about a woman named Amal 
who goes in front of the United Nations General Body meeting as the representative of Palestine 
and gives a speech exclaiming that she will be taking her own life as a political act.210 Israel, 
Europe, the United States, and the United Nations are played by different characters who call 
Palestine by the name Amal. Representing Palestine, Amal commits self-harm because of 
pressure from these various local and international actors, powerfully critiquing the role of all 
involved in the destruction of Palestinian communities. As Amal, representing Palestine, is 
slowly dying, each of the other actors pretend to come to care for her, in reality offering no 
support and instead propping up Israel further and framing Palestine as dangerous and violent. 
The story concludes with Palestine left alone with Israel and its occupation, abandoned by the 
international community.  

Unlike other plays, Suicide Note from Palestine does not imagine liberation, but rather 
expresses the hopelessness of the situation, a call for support and renewal of hope, a different 
form of resistance. In the end, Amal, though having harmed herself, does not die. This ending is 
a metaphor as Amal in Arabic means hope. These are just a few examples of the bold and 
imaginative work The Freedom Theatre produces and tours. Tt is clear that their work captures 
Palestinian resistance in crisis, responding to present situations and resisting incorrect 
international narratives about the occupation and how international actors are complicit.  
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When asked about how strongly he still believes in the the Third Intifada today that Mer-
Khamis preached before he was killed in 2011, Alhayjaa was still wholeheartedly in support of 
its ability to change the community from the inside and amplify the human voice of Palestine 
both locally and internationally in this security-centered narrative of its people.211 Alhayjaa 
talked about how because he is a big Palestinian man, his perception to others has always been 
seen as dangerous, violent, as someone who would know how to shoot an AK-47. He said that 
theatre disrupted this narrative. When he puts on his red nose to clown in front of audiences, tells 
the stories of his childhood and experiences in the Jenin Refugee Camp, and humanizes this 
“security concern” called a Palestinian, he effectively resists this homogenous narrative. Without 
the use of theatre and storytelling, Alhayjaa argued, even if Palestinians voices were heard, it 
was from the perspective of victimization not agency. He argued that the world needs to hear the 
political demands of Palestinians, not just humanitarian, which theatre allows them to express. 
Juliano Mer-Khamis himself said: 

 
“You don’t have to heal the children in Jenin. We are not trying to heal their violence. 
We try to challenge it into more productive ways. And more productive ways are not an 
alternative to resistance. What we are doing in the theatre is not trying to be a 
replacement or an alternative to the resistance of the Palestinians in the struggle for 
liberation, just the opposite. This must be clear. I know it’s not good for fundraising, 
because I’m not a social worker, I’m not a good Jew going to help the Arabs, and I’m not 
a philanthropic Palestinian who comes to feed the poor. We are joining, by all means, the 
struggle for liberation of the Palestinian people, which is our liberation struggle... We’re 
not healers. We’re not good Christians. We are freedom fighters.”212 
 
The Freedom Theatre has been monumental in pushing forward the movement of a 

theatre of resistance in Palestine with the leadership of Arna and Juliano Mer-Khamis and Faisal 
Abu-Alhayjaa. Their work emphasizes that this cultural resistance is no different than other 
forms of resistance and fits into this larger movement of liberation. This sentiment of theatre 
being a part of political movements rather than tangential to them is also at the core of Jana 
Natya Manch’s ideology. The Freedom Theatre’s impact on Palestinian youth as well as 
recognition on the global stage is unparalleled and growing, continuing to challenge perspectives 
on who Palestinians are and helping them understand themselves better too. The Freedom 
Theatre has been able to foster this cultural resistance in crisis, particularly in Jenin which still 
faces frequent military raids and home demolitions.   

In the Indian context, another theatre which was born out of crisis and thrives in it is the 
Samudaya Theatre in Karnataka. R.P. Prasanna was a graduate of the National School of 
Drama.213 When he returned home after his graduation to Karnataka, Bangalore specifically, he 
founded Samudaya, the word itself meaning community, a new progressive theatre company 
modeled after the Indian People’s Theatre Association but taking their work a step further. His 
goals were to produce Shakespeare and Brecht and make it further politicized within the Indian 
historical framework and accessible to an urban middle class audience.214 Prasanna soon 

                                                             
211 Faisal Abu-Alhayjaa. Personal interview.  
212 “In the Media,” The Freedom Theatre.  http://www.thefreedomtheatre.org/in-the-media/. 
213 Eugene Van Erven. The Playful Revolution: Theatre and Liberation in Asia (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1992),120.  
214 Ibid., 120. 



50 

realized, however, that performing theatre and leaving it at that would not bring any real change. 
He believed it had to be coupled with workshops which taught theatre of liberation for the 
performances to mean something to the people engaged with them.215 These theatre 
developments were taking place right as Indira Gandhi declared the State of Emergency and 
powerfully continued through the constitutional crisis. This was the peak of Samudaya’s early 
work. 

This period of time is also when Surendra Rao, General Secretary of Samudaya, joined 
the group.216 He spoke to me about Samudaya’s role in the Emergency as pivotal to bringing 
together different communities in the face of the Emergency. Over the next years, Samudaya 
launched two month long cultural jathas. A jatha, literally translating to march, was a tour of 
performances and conversations, in Samudaya’s case, regarding responses to the state’s inability 
to serve the rural poor of Karnataka. The purpose of the jatha according to Rao was hearing 
people’s stories on the march and adding them to their collection as they traveled, taking stories 
from one place to another. These month long jathas started from opposite sides of the state of 
Karnataka and engaged thousands of people at each stop. Because of the success of these jathas, 
Samudaya became popular across India, particularly regionally, and established 22 units of 
performance groups which now operate in different areas of Karnataka.217  

Finding information about Samudaya’s work online was very difficult and beyond a few 
citations in books about theatre in India and articles in The Hindu, there is not much out there 
publicly about their work. After interviewing Rao, however, it is clear that Samudaya does 
engage communities but only locally and this may be a reason why mass information about them 
is scarce. In our brief conversation though, Rao told me about some of the projects that 
Samudaya has worked over the years after the Emergency.218 Most of their plays have been 
about the workers struggle. Patre Sangapa is the story of a peasant who was killed by his 
landlord in a village of Karnataka. Mother is a show about the worker’s rights movement in 
India. Kori or Sheep tells narratives about the aftermath of the Emergency and different 
progressive parties coming together to form a stronger movement, a sort of remembering of the 
past after crisis.219  

Many of Samudaya’s techniques and practices come directly from Badal Sircar. In 1979, 
Samudaya did a month long workshop led by Sircar which taught them the fundamentals of 
Sircar’s “poor theatre” and his practices of physical theatre which Rao says were important to the 
formation of his own theatrical expertise and the future of Samudaya’s work as well. Alongside 
Jana Natya Manch and Sircar’s leadership, Samudaya played an important role in the 
popularization of political street theatre in India.  

In 1999, also similar to Jana Natya Manch, Samudaya was attacked while performing a 
play about Tippu Sultan, a warrior who fought against the British and advocated for communal 
harmony in this anti-colonial struggle.220 Gundanna Chikmagalur, an important member of the 
group, was rushed to the hospital after being hurt by right-wing groups. In about 15 days, 
Samudaya returned back to the same location to perform the show again, exhibiting its insistence 
on continuing to tell its stories in the face of censorship and violence. This theme of returning 
back to the place violence has been perpetrated to reclaim the space and tell the story the group 
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meant to tell in the first place is reflected in the murder of Safdar Hashmi as well and pushes 
forward the goal of these theatre groups to resist factions which aim to undermine their work of 
justice and peace.  

Beyond the plays that it produces, which mostly include classics like Tughlaq by Girish 
Karnad and dramatic readings of epic poems by historic poets from Karnataka, Samudaya 
continues on its tradition of jathas. Starting in 1981, Samudaya carried out its third jatha which 
was a march in support of farmers who were experiencing tough conditions from state policies 
and subsequently higher rates of suicide in the farming community. Samudaya’s jatha in 1986 
revolved around a drought that struck Karnataka and centered uplifting the voices of peasants 
and farmers to question and challenge the state’s inability to care for its populations during the 
drought. In the late 80s, there was also a jatha which discussed the role of nuclear armament and 
imagined ways that world peace could be attained, starting with peace between different 
communities in Karnataka. In 2009 and 2011, jathas were conducted on the topics of food 
security, price rises and economic corruption, performed for thousands of people at each stop 
still today, exhibiting that Samudaya’s model of theatre through these cross-country cultural 
marches is still active and relevant.221  

Samudaya’s recent work has also transformed into a hybrid version of performances and 
moderated discussions, particularly with college students. During the current period of hyper 
nationalism coming from the Modi regime, Samudaya has realized that people are forgetting the 
fundamental secular principles of the Indian constitution written at its founding. A campaign that 
Samudaya is working on is called Rereading Our Constitution in which they partnered with a 
former Indian judge to write a short book about the foundational premises of the Constitution 
and now have sold 60,000 copies of the book and conducted over 295 workshops giving college 
students and communities the chance to read the Constitution for themselves and have a 
discussion about it. One of Samudaya’s units in the south of Karnataka also produced a short 
play in 2017 about Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, one of the chief architects of the Constitution.222 

Rao explained that theatre and the telling of these narratives has given him a “different 
insight into how we should see the world and society around us.”223 He emphasized that this 
approach to the world has changed now, becoming one that centers voices which are the most 
marginalized, a tactic he believes is resistance to the state’s harmful policies for the working 
poor. Having retired from his office job, he is able to give much of his time to Samudaya and its 
causes. Samudaya’s work does not specifically challenge state narratives of cultural and religious 
nationalism but does respond to crises which the state should claim responsibility for and the 
voices of the lower classes who traditionally do not have a say in the building of a nation.  

The Freedom Theatre and Samudaya were both founded within periods of crisis, The 
Freedom Theatre’s early days led by Arna Mer-Khamis during the First Intifada and Samudaya 
during the 1975 Emergency. Their insistence on responding to the state’s violent aggressions 
against the communities whose stories they tell are similar at their core. Like the other theatres 
that this project has examined, they redefine narratives, amplify the voices of those traditionally 
ignored by the state, and provide a space for communities to listen, advocate, and heal. When the 
state does not tell the stories of these communities in the streets and instead inflicts violence 
through its policies, theatre can be a powerful, direct response in moments of crisis.  

                                                             
221 Ibid., Skype interview.  
222 Ibid., Skype interview.  
223 Ibid., Skype, interview.  



52 

10 Collaboration in Resistance  

 A collaboration that interestingly fits at the center of this thesis is Freedom Jatha, 
directed by Faisal Abu-Alhayjaa from the Freedom Theatre and performed with Sudhanva 
Deshpande’s Jana Natya Manch. Alhayjaa and his team joined Jana Natya Manch for a tour 
around India performing Freedom Jatha simultaneously in Arabic and Hindi, with no translation, 
telling the stories of Palestinian and Indian communities and the state violence they face, 
drawing parallels between their situations and coming together in solidarity as resistance. The 
similarities between Arabic and Hindi made it easy for audiences to not feel as if Arabic was 
foreign and the themes of homeland, loss, and struggle were relatable to Indian audiences.224 
Even cities in India where Hindi itself was not widely spoken enjoyed the performance as it was 
presented powerfully physically beyond words.  

Since he was a young artist and activist, Deshpande’s work was centered in anti-
imperialism. Consequently, he revered Yasir Arafat as a leader of the global anti-imperial 
struggle and claimed that there was popular support for him and the Palestinian liberation 
struggle across India through the 80s. Poetry of Mahmoud Darwish was translated in Hindi and 
popular in India too. Naturally, there was this connection between Palestine and India and their 
cultural and political struggles. Deshpande finds that this anti-imperial liberation struggle 
continues even today, both in India and Palestine, making Freedom Jatha very relevant. He said, 
“We believe that the ideologies of Hindutva and Zionism are very close cousins,” and that they 
“feel that it’s really important, in our fight against Hindutva, to have solidarity from the 
Palestinians… It’s really important because we have been a multicultural, multilingual, multi-
religious society - and that idea of India is severely under threat.”225 He emphasized that the 
Indian freedom struggle leading up to partition supported the rights of Palestinians and boycotted 
the state of Israel even before its official founding. Therefore, Freedom Jatha was about 
reconnecting that shared history, reclaiming the post-colonial narratives of these communities in 
the face of post-colonial discrimination which harkens back to pre-colonial times.  

The response to the production, Deshpande said, was enormous, in some ways even more 
than with their other plays, because it introduced a new group of actors to the community, 
allowed communities across India to connect with Palestinians and their struggles, and gain a 
new perspective on their own.226 The only challenge they faced was logistical, Moloyashree 
Hashmi mentioned, due to the scope of the project and the monstrous Delhi Belly.227 Alhayjaa 
said he loved the food in India, despite the spice, and could not stop asking for more. In regards 
to the performance, he felt that it was timely, especially as India’s relationship with Israel grows 
stronger under Modi’s rule. Moreover, it was special to him as he was able to work beyond 
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borders with Indian communities and build relationships which did not exist before.228 There was 
a consensus between everyone I spoke to involved with this project that it was one of their most 
fruitful theatre experiences as it brought communities together in sharing their stories and 
sharing practices and narratives of resistance.  

This collaboration exhibits how theatre as a tool of resistance is effective in expressing an 
international movement of solidarity as well. Stories of oppression are relatable, particularly 
when the forces of power in two places are so similar and interconnected. The global movements 
of theatre have found several points of connection, Freedom Jatha, being a good example. On 
the other hand, there are some problems associated with building such direct comparisons. A 
theatre director I spoke to in Palestine was concerned about how my project was based on 
comparing Hindutva and Zionism, her claim being that the violent occupation in Palestine was 
not comparable to the situation in India. In some ways, she was right. There are differences in 
how state violence affects communities in both places. At the same time, comparisons do not 
necessarily have to be exact in order to be insightful. Freedom Jatha was able to express the 
stories of both communities, presenting commonalities between their struggles, but still 
distinguishing their unique situations respectively.  
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11 The Politics of Theatre as NGO  

Theaters of resistance in both India and Palestine function primarily as non-governmental 
organizations, some even registered as such legally. As non-governmental organizations, they 
either receive funding from governmental institutions such as ministries of culture and grants 
given by public and private international organizations or individual donations from people who 
support their causes. In this chapter, I will examine how these organizations are structured, 
including where they receive funding from, how they function in relation to the state, and the 
politics of theatre organizations which are political being run as non-governmental organizations. 
Then, I will explain how these structures make it possible for communities to be at the forefront 
of the theatrical production and analyze whether or not theatres of resistance really are grassroots 
community movements or movements on the fringes of society.  

The question of funding obviously complicates the ability of these theatres to do their 
work. In the Indian context, theaters are less likely to be supported by larger organizations and 
are run on self-sustaining models. Jana Natya Manch does not take any donations from 
governmental or non-profit organizations to fund its work. It sustains itself through collaboration 
with other partners like universities and schools which provide spaces, equipment, and other 
resources, alongside donations from individuals as they perform in different cities and individual 
donors who consistently support their work.229 This process is feasible because its street theatre 
is relatively inexpensive and there are no salaries of employees to be paid. Budhan Theatre in 
Ahmedabad runs on a similar model. Taking no funds from governmental organizations, Budhan 
Theatre aims to both stay financially independent and also practice Badal Sircar’s Third Theatre, 
an intentionally “poor theatre” which is accessible and cost-effective.230  

Jana Sanskriti’s model of community-based theatre groups across India is also relatively 
low-cost. Like Jana Natya Manch and Budhan Theatre, because the actors and staff themselves 
of Jana Sanskriti are volunteers, not paid staff, this model is sustainable.231 Jana Sanskriti has 
local groups across India which carry out its activities in their respective regions, eliminating 
costs that come with the touring of theaters. Jana Sanskriti also strongly believes in not reaching 
out to governmental or non-governmental organizations for its work, therefore not affiliating 
itself with any political organizations for funding.232 Samudaya functions on a similar model as 
well, in addition to receiving some funds from the Sangeet Natak Akademi.233  

On the other hand, theatres in Palestine are not run on a voluntary basis and are 
organizations with paid staff. This model requires larger amounts of funding. As Abdelfattah 
Abusrour of Al-Rowwad mentioned my interview with him, because of the lack of consistent 
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annual funding, the reach of Al-Rowwad’s work fluctuates between 20,000 to 60,000 people 
with its Mobile Beautiful Resistance program in the West Bank.234 Like Al-Rowwad, theaters in 
Palestine do what they can with the funds that they have.  

At the same time, theaters in the Palestinian context have been able to establish 
relationships with international partners, the most prominent being SIDA, the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency.235 SIDA funds the Palestinian Performing Arts 
Network or PPAN, which the Freedom Theatre and Ashtar Theatre are both a part of. For 
example in 2017, Ashtar Theatre, through PPAN and SIDA’s partnerships received $107,405.236 
In total, SIDA committed 4.8 million euros in support to PPAN between 2016-2020.237 Both 
Ashtar Theatre and Freedom Theatre also receive funding from other sources besides SIDA. 
Ashtar receives funding from Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung in Germany, Pontifical Mission in 
Jerusalem, Qattan Foundation and Miftah Organization in Ramallah, and other individual local 
and international contributions.238 The Freedom Theatre receives contributions from the Middle 
East Children’s Alliance, Associazone per la Pace in Italy, Medico International in Germany, the 
European Union, the Arab Fund for Arts and Culture, and Playgrounds for Palestine.239  

Support from these countries is political in itself and an endorsement of the Palestinian 
resistance movement against the occupation as the programs they fund are very clear in their 
missions. This inevitable politicization of aid, however, has caused problems for the Palestinian 
theatre movement, particularly PPAN. In 2017, funders of projects in PPAN from Norway and 
Denmark, because of governmental restrictions, cut off funding to all Palestinian NGOs. In a 
statement released by PPAN, the board indicated that the cutting of funding was support of the 
Israeli occupation, saying that this decision will “assist in serving the sustainability of Israeli 
occupation and increase Palestinian suffering.”240 On the other hand, even though most 
Palestinian theatres affirmed that they only take money from international organizations which is 
unconditional, the heavy flow of international donations does have an impact on the functioning 
of these organizations. For better or for worse, these organizations are clearly modeling Western 
NGOs in their practices. From websites to annual reports, the bureaucracy of the non-profit 
industrial complex pervades these theatres of resistance as well.  

Al-Rowwad used to be a part of PPAN but no longer is for a variety of different reasons, 
most notably that its work is not only performing arts. The funding for Al-Rowwad comes from 
local and international donors as well as organizations with similar missions as SIDA. 
Particularly, there are several schools in Norway that partner with Al-Rowwad in its work and 
have been consistent partners with varying donations each year. Al-Rowwad gets about 10,000-
12,000 euros from different partners in France each year and has a Jewish-American family who 
has been supporting the center the last couple years, most significantly making a $300,000 
donation for the construction of a new building.241 Abdelfattah Abusrour estimates that they have 
an operating budget between $200,000- $600,000 depending on the year.242 Currently they have 
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about 21 employees, many of whom who are working without salaries right now, and with the 
new building and programs, hope to double that number, providing more opportunities for jobs 
and engagement with youth in Aida Camp.  

El-Hakawati is also not a part of the PPAN. Based in East Jerusalem, El-Hakawati’s 
funding structure has significantly changed since its founding. In its early years, all of its funding 
was local and internal, either from individual donors who believed in El-Hakawati’s work or 
through ticket sales and other similar revenue extraction techniques.243 If someone wanted to do 
a production at the theatre, they would bring their own resources and put the play on using the 
space. Over time, however, El-Hakawati was able to secure a larger network of domestic and 
international donors, mostly European, but still has been at the verge of shutting down year after 
year. Its situation is further complicated as it resides and works in the occupied East Jerusalem. 
By principle, El-Hakawati does not take funds from Israel, in the case that it would even provide 
them any, but also because of provisions in the Oslo Accords, cannot take money from the 
Palestinian Authority. Its location, therefore, leaves it without much consistent funding and with 
its decline in audience members as well, ticket sales do not generate as much as they used to. 
Amer Khalil made it clear, however, that there is enough interest in the theatre as a home for the 
community that even if it did run out of money, El-Hakawati’s work would never cease.244  

Beyond funding mechanisms and the political nature of grants and donations, the 
functioning of Indian and Palestinian theaters as NGOs, in their respective manners, has 
implications for the way in which they engage communities and mobilize their cultural 
resistance. While theaters in Palestine themselves function as NGOs, theaters in India rely upon 
other NGOs to amplify their work. For example, Jana Natya Manch creates and rehearses a play 
and then works with an NGO which works on the topic of the play to actually perform it in the 
location that it is going to. This organizational support of other NGOs in Jana Natya Manch’s 
work makes it possible for them to do their work at the level that they do while at the same time 
not being full-time employees. Palestinian theatres partner with NGOs as well, but it is not to the 
same extent and the role of these NGOs in the production process is limited in comparison. 
Furthermore, within the Indian context, because NGOs who work with these local communities 
are the ones organizing the performances and inviting audience members, audiences are more 
likely to engage because they are being invited by people who work with them on a daily basis 
and sustainably serve them.  

The funding and organizational structures of theaters in India and Palestine differ, but 
their level of community engagement is similar. Theatres of resistance in both regions are not 
isolated, but indeed grassroots community movements. Though they still have ways to go in fully 
capturing the audiences they aim to, their communities are involved in these projects and find the 
theaters as constructive spaces for expression, dissent, and revolution. During the time of Safdar 
Hashmi and the founding days of Jana Natya Manch, audience engagement was around 1,000 
people for each production that was put on. 245These audiences worked best for the proscenium 
style plays that Jana Natya Manch focused on before shifting its focus to street theatre. Today, 
Jana Natya Manch has performed for audiences as small as 70 people to as large as 25,000 
people, but an average of 100-300 people see every performance with the help of the local 
organizations that they coordinate with.246 Many of these performances also engage colleges and 
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schools, integrating the youth into their practices and narrative shifting goals. Budhan Theatre, 
started originally as a street theatre, has consistently had between 400-500 people at each of their 
performances, both in Chharanagar and around the country.247  

On the Palestinian side, theatre’s role in the community has changed considerably over 
time. Despite the fact that the tradition of more formal theatre did not begin until the 1970s, the 
role of storytelling has always been a communal experience. When professional theatre began to 
become more active in the 70s, however, the audience mostly consisted of people who were 
engaged on the front lines of politics and activism and a part of different political factions.248 The 
general public was not necessarily watching shows because the concept of a professional theatre 
was new and since the plays were overtly political, they attracted specific crowds who were 
already politically engaged. Kamel El-Basha explained how he thinks this has changed today. 
More people are watching theatre and in some ways it is less overtly political, but discusses 
themes of everyday life, making it more accessible to the larger Palestinian community and 
political in a different way.249  

El-Hakawati has lost many audience members, however, due to the increase in 
checkpoints making it difficult for its audiences from outside of Jerusalem to come to its 
performances.250 The community that lives around El-Hakawati is engaged with its artistic work, 
but much smaller than what it once used to be because of these barriers instituted by Israel. Amer 
Khalil estimates that they have lost close to 60% of their audience over time because of this. 
Regardless, Khalil argues that there is a whole generation that has grown up with El-Hakawati 
and it is a center where the community gathers, creates, and resists.251 They are working to 
rebuild connections between theatres across Palestine and strengthen their role immediately 
locally as well. Still, El-Hakawati’s shows also usually have a full house between 200-300 who 
attend the main stage productions, exhibiting how the community is regularly engaged in its 
projects.252  

At The Freedom Theatre, responses and engagement from audience members depend on 
where they come from. Mustafa Sheta, Manager of the Freedom Theatre, explained how if they 
are performing a children’s play there will be a full house and almost everyone in the camp will 
at some point see the show.253 With its adult political and social theatre, however, not many 
people in the camp come to watch. Their audiences for these shows are concentrated in the city 
of Jenin and the rest of the West Bank, particularly Ramallah. There are different reasons people 
in the camp do not come, one of the most salient according to Sheta being that there is a stronger 
focus on military resistance in the camp and skepticism of the fact that theatre can face the 
occupation. In many cases, the role of theatre as a force of resistance is even mocked. “What are 
you going to do? Act against the Israeli military?” they ask.254 Mustafa says that The Freedom 
Theatre stresses relearning history and imagining liberation is resistance against the Israeli 
military. “We ask you to know, we push you to know,” he said, and that is resistance itself.255 
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Even though it is difficult right now, he believes that over the next years they will win over 
people’s interest in the camp like they have across Palestine and the world.  

Are the majority of the populations in India and Palestine experiencing and participating 
in a political theatre of resistance on a regular basis and on a national scale? Frankly, the answer 
is no. It is clear, however, that these movements are rooted in their communities. Every person in 
every city is not engaged in theatre, but there are considerable numbers of people who are. Not 
only are they engaged in theatre, but they are at the frontlines of pushing for change and 
transformation in their respective regions. They are rewriting the histories that the colonizers and 
those that came after them deprived them of telling for themselves. They are politically 
educating themselves and their future generations through theatre, its primary focus being the 
community and its progress in the face of state violence.  
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12 Conclusion  

The comparison between India and Palestine exhibits that post-colonial states, in their 
attempts to define a state belonging to a certain people, replicate colonial practices of exclusion 
and marginalization. As a new state establishes its identity, its multiethnic nature is threatened. It 
ironically employs colonial tactics to leave certain communities out of the narrative of belonging. 
This process happens through the imposition of laws, settlements, and the criminalization of the 
communities which are now seen as the other. In the cases of India and Palestine, post-colonial 
states replicate similar racist and classist tropes against the communities they aim to marginalize. 
The post-colonial Indian state’s Hindutva discriminates against Muslims, the Denotified Tribes, 
and the working poor, just as the British discriminated against the colonized during the colonial 
period. In Palestine, the post-colonial Israeli state’s Zionism discriminates against Palestinians 
and labels them criminals and terrorists in an attempt to claim the land they once lived on no 
longer belongs to them, operating within similar British Orientalist frameworks of the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries.  

These cultural and religious nationalisms have increasingly become more pervasive in the 
years following the partition of India in 1947 and al-Nakba in 1948. Due to economic factors and 
international support, the communities most negatively affected by the lack of cultural and social 
power in imagining the post-colonial state are consistently being marginalized in the 
conversation. Not only are they ignored in making decisions for the post-colonial states, but they 
are violently rejected from existing in their homeland. With the popularity of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi in his upcoming election, a close ally of the Hindutva movement and the re-
election of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, an advocate of not only maintaining the 
occupation but annexing the West Bank, it is clear that the forces of Hindutva and Zionism are 
not fading away. The strengthening relationship between India and Israel also exhibits how these 
cultural and religious nationalisms feed off one another, bolstered by the neo-imperial powers 
which hold up the current international system.  

Theatre, as this thesis project has exhibited, amplifies the narrative agency of these Indian 
and Palestinian communities which are being excluded and violently pushed out. It is a form of 
resistance as a physical, present action which provides the space for those who are not at the 
center of decision-making and representation in traditional political institutions to speak for their 
communities and be an integral part of constructing the narratives of their states. As politics are 
generally reserved for the upper-class citizens of society, theatre allows the working classes to 
engage in democratically shaping narratives and policies of the state. The post-colonial state-
building projects of Hindutva and Zionism are disrupted by these communities who proclaim 
their stories of belonging in opposition to these ideologies through theatre.  

Theatres of resistance in India and Palestine play a variety of different roles in their post-
colonial societies. El-Hakawati was responsible for setting the foundations of a professional 
theatre movement in Palestine, producing shows that coordinated a growing cultural movement, 
serving as the first major Palestinian cultural institution after the destruction caused by al-Nakba 
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and the war of 1967. It developed a generation of artists who went on to continue the theatre 
movement in Palestine and globally and is a model in terms of its form and community 
engagement.  

El-Hakawati’s primary focus is reclaiming histories of al-Nakba, most notably expressed 
by their play Kufr Shamma. The play is about a Palestinian who returns back to the homeland 
after al-Nakba to find his village wiped out. This theme is expressed in the work of other 
Palestinian theatres as well. Al-Rowwad’s We are the Children of the Camp similarly aims to 
retell the story of Palestine, from the perspective of Palestinian refugee youth, giving them the 
chance to research the villages their families belonged to before al-Nakba and what happened to 
them. The Freedom Theatre’s Untitled: 70th Nakba uses comedy and satire to remember not only 
what happened during al-Nakba but also its effects and what led to the Palestinian situation 70 
years later. Ashtar Theatre’s Oranges and Stones also brings audiences back to the history of the 
Israeli occupation, starting before al-Nakba, journeying through the events of 1948, and 
metaphorically pointing to the imbalance of power which currently exists because of the 
historical events that have taken place since then.  

All of these productions attempt to reconstruct a collective historical memory of al-
Nakba which led to the continuing violence of the Israeli occupation today. Because the Israeli 
state narrative denies al-Nakba as a violent event as it is in contradiction to Zionism’s quest to 
expand Israeli settlements on Palestinian land, Kufr Shamma, We Are the Children of the Camp, 
Untitled:70th Nakba, and Oranges and Stones disrupt this official state narrative by asserting and 
re-presenting the violent history of Zionist settlement on Palestinian land.  

Furthermore, theatres of resistance in Palestine focus their attention on the consequences 
of this violent history and the effects that the occupation has on the everyday lives of 
Palestinians, proclaiming these narratives which the Israeli state also ignores. El-Hakawati’s first 
production, Bismi al-Ab wa-l-Umm wa-l-Ibn or In the Name of the Father, the Mother, and the 
Son, presents the realities of the occupation and the impact that it not only has on surviving in 
occupied territory but also on the politics of the Palestinian family, reaching into the private 
sphere. The Freedom Theatre’s Atuwani tells, through extensive research, the stories of the 
village of Atuwani and how the occupation impedes social and economic progress there. Bismi 
al-Ab wa-l-Umm wa-l-Ibn and Atuwani are examples of plays that acknowledge the extent to 
which the occupation impacts the everyday lives of Palestinians. As this is a narrative the Israeli 
state does not recognize, theatre provides the avenue for stating these frustrations which cannot 
be done through traditional political means which are denied to Palestinians.   

Palestinian theatres of resistance also push beyond remembering history and expressing 
frustrations to reimagining existing power balances. El-Hakawati’s Alf Layla wa-Layla min 
Laylali Rami al-Hijara, or A Thousand and One Nights of the Stone Thrower restructures who 
has power under the occupation. The play goes through the story of a young Palestinian boy who 
is able to use his rocks to defeat the incomparable magic of the Israeli governor. There is no 
debate that the Israeli governor’s weapons are stronger than the boy’s resistance, but this power 
shifting activates the boy’s agency, giving him more power in the theatre than he has in the 
streets, imagining a situation where this would be the reality. Al-Rowwad’s The Doll, uses the 
metaphor of a doll as the land of Palestine, and tells the story of a battle between two characters 
over the doll. The plot ends with the character representing Palestine maintaining control of the 
doll and the transformation of the more powerful character, representing Israel, now supporting 
the Palestinian’s claim to the doll. Like Alf Layla wa-Layla min Laylali Rami al-Hijara, The Doll 
disrupts the reality of the balance of power in the occupation and imagines a different future.  
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Reimagining power balances and reasserting agency through theatre is at the core 
Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed and its practice of Forum Theatre. Forum Theatre is 
uniquely utilized as a political tool to make spectators into spectactors and participate in the 
decision-making process of the story. Ashtar Theatre’s Al-Mereya’a wa-l-Qurqa’a or The Guide 
and the Bell allows rural communities in the Jordan Valley to tell their stories of life under the 
occupation but then use Forum Theatre to literally step into the story and express a different 
outcome, one which expresses creative solutions in responding to the occupation. The Freedom 
Theatre’s Return to Palestine, through playback theatre, a form of improvisational theatre, 
reconstructs the land of Palestine on stage with the bodies of the actors. The physical ability to 
use one’s personal body to create Palestine on stage, symbolizing literally belonging to it, 
similarly reasserts agency under the occupation in opposition to Zionism.  

Alf Layla wa-Layla min Laylali Rami al-Hijara, The Doll, Al-Mereya’a wa-l-Qurqa’a, 
and Return to Palestine, are all examples of how Palestinians use theatre to go a step beyond 
reclaiming history and expressing frustrations to actually imagining and physically performing 
transformational acts of resistance to these histories and frustrations. When the Israeli narratives 
of Zionism force Palestinians to suppress their agency, theatre allows them to reclaim it.  

Theatre in the Indian context operates similarly. Like El-Hakawati, Jana Natya Manch led 
the movement to be the foundation for theatres of resistance which came after it. Carrying on 
anti-imperialist traditions of the Indian People’s Theatre Association, Jana Natya Manch uses 
street theatre as a form of challenging oppressive and exclusionary state policies, also starting 
with reclaiming history. Jana Natya Manch’s Yeh Dil Maange More, Guruji, performed during 
the 2002 riots in Gujrat against Muslims, remembers the history of the formation of India as 
secular, in which Muslims are included in the definition of belonging to the post-colonial state. A 
satirical character, Guru Gol Gangol, fails to make India a Hindu state, sending the message that 
Muslims do belong, asserting this narrative in the public sphere, in direct response to the state-
sanctioned violence simultaneously taking place in the streets against Muslims. Samudaya’s 
Rereading Our Constitution, a workshop and production about the writing of the Indian 
constitution, sparks similar conversations about who belongs to India and what its founding 
principles actually were in the face of rising Hindu nationalism in the present.  

Yeh Dil Maange More, Guruji and Rereading Our Constitution contribute to a 
reconceptualization of the history of the post-colonial Indian state and a remembering of the 
promises of belonging for all that it once proclaimed. While Palestinian productions about the 
history of al-Nakba and what followed reconstruct a collective memory of violent Zionist 
settlement and violence, Jana Natya Manch and Samudaya’s productions remember what India 
was supposed to be, a secular state which the ideology of Hindutva violently deconstructed.  

Budhan Theatre’s work also reaches back to history, in a different way, to better 
understand the history of the criminalization of the Denotified Tribes of India. Budhan’s British, 
Come Back to India roots the present realities of state violence against the Chhara community in 
history, recognizing that it was the British themselves who instituted this discrimination into law. 
It amplifies the stories of the violence this criminalization caused in the colonial period and 
continues to incite in the post-colonial period, concluding that the situation is even worse now, 
mockingly telling the British to come back to make things better.  

Just as El-Hakawati’s Bismi al-Ab wa-l-Umm wa-l-Ibn and The Freedom Theatre’s 
Atuwani amplify the narratives of oppression which are ignored by Israel to maintain its 
occupation, Indian theatres amplify the narratives of state violence too. Budhan Theatre’s 
Budhan tells the story of Budhan Sabar, an indigenous man who was brutally murdered by police 
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in West Bengal. Samudaya’s Patre Sangapa focuses on a farmer who was killed by his landlord. 
Jana Sanskriti’s Gayer Panchali or The Song of the Village discusses the relationship between 
local government and the rural populations, pointing to the corruption which leads to further 
poverty, and the lack of attention to the democratic will of rural populations. These stories of 
violence are not recognized or told by the Indian state, and theatre is a platform to proclaim them 
in the public sphere in response to the state’s silence.  

Furthermore, Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed is just as prevalent in India as it is 
in Palestine. Jana Sanskriti’s theatre activities are rooted in this model of activating the agency of 
audience members and performers. An example is their production of Amra Jekhaney Dariye or 
Where We Stand which is about different political factions fighting for the vote of the working 
poor. In the piece, audiences are given the chance to intervene, proclaiming what they want to 
see the government to do to improve their lives and rejecting the false promises that the state has 
presented to them.  

The strategies of theatre in the Palestinian context are about remembering the atrocities of 
al-Nakba, asserting the everyday realities of the occupation, and reclaiming agency in response 
to these oppressive, violent policies. In the Indian context, theatre is about remembering the 
promise of India as a secular state in response to rising Hindu nationalism, amplifying the 
prevalence of state violence against Muslims, indigenous communities and the working poor, 
and performing democratic agency through theatre in response to these policies. 

While theatre is an effective tool of resistance, it also has its limitations. Theatre attempts 
to imagine a different, more just world, but also inevitably replicates many of the same 
oppressive structures within its processes, the first being gender norms. In India, all but one of 
the directors and managers I spoke to identified as male. There are significant numbers of 
women who are engaged in theatre, but it seems that the leadership of these theatres is still 
primarily men. Ideally, a theatre of resistance would equally privilege those of all genders, but 
women are still seen as less appropriate to be performing on stage in the public sphere and hold 
leadership positions. This gap can also be attributed to the fact that being involved in theatre in 
India is generally a part-time, unpaid, evening activity. The traditional role of women in the 
household and responsibility for children which still permeates powerfully in India may inhibit 
them from having time for nightly rehearsals and performances across the country.  

In Palestine, most theatres do have full-time staff, and most people involved in theatre are 
employees of these institutions or freelancers who get paid. Many more directors and managers I 
spoke to here were women. At the same time, this gender parity is relatively new in positions of 
leadership and really only emerged after the First Intifada. In terms of performing on stage, men 
still largely outnumber women. Even if equal numbers of men and women are being trained in 
theatre, societal pressures are forcing women to drop out early in the process and pursue other 
careers. Theatres are trying to change this trend but have been unsuccessful on the larger scale.  

Another limitation of theatre as a tool of resistance is the urban perspective it carries with 
it. This tension is particularly apparent with Jana Sanskriti’s work in rural communities and is a 
challenge that the Indian People’s Theatre Association faced in the early 20th century as well. As 
much as the Freedom Bus, Mobile Beautiful Resistance, and other urban-based theatre programs 
aim to reach and amplify the stories of rural communities, the positionality of those leading the 
workshops coming from an urban-centric perspective cannot be ignored.  

Funding structures also impact the ability of theatres of resistance to engage with their 
communities. As in the case with El-Hakawati, its location in East Jerusalem asserts a claim over 
the occupied city, but under the Oslo Accords limits it from receiving funding from the 
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Palestinian Authority. It also does not take funds from Israel strategically. This decision is a 
politically powerful one but leaves it with very minimal funding each year, making it difficult to 
keep the theatre open. Other theatres are heavily funded by international partners, raising 
questions about the stability of this funding, conditions which may be attached to it, and the 
potential further exacerbation of the non-profit industrial complex in local political movements.  

Future research may further examine and find solutions to transforming gender norms 
inside and outside the theatre, tensions of urban theatre engaging rural populations, and the role 
of international theatre practices and funding in local political conversations. Moreover, this 
research can be expanded to include other post-colonial states and compared to the cases 
presented here. My research exhibits that there are significant similarities between the present 
situations of targeted communities in India and Palestine which are the results of the post-
colonial state-building project. Theatre provides forms of vocal resistance to these situations. Is it 
being used in similar ways in other post-colonial states? If not, are there opportunities for theatre 
to be utilized in the ways that it is in India and Palestine in other places? These are the questions 
I hope to continue considering and others should attempt to answer as well.  

This project gave an overview of several theatres in India and Palestine, but there are 
many more institutions and individuals who are engaged in this important work in both regions. 
The theatres mentioned in this project are only examples of broader movements that aim to use 
theatre as a central form of political participation and resistance to the homogenous narratives of 
the state. Across the West Bank, Gaza, and India, storytellers use theatre to engage with history, 
violence, and trauma in a variety of different ways. Al-Harah Theatre in Beit Jala and YES 
Theatre in Hebron are examples of other Palestinian theatres not included in this project who are 
doing similarly transformational work. In the Indian context, there are many more local NGOs 
and university groups using theatre as a means of expressing political dissent against the state. 
There are also individual artists like Danish Sheikh, playwright of a production about India’s 
landmark repeal of an anti-LGBT law which had been in place since the colonial period, using 
court transcripts and testimonies from the LGBT community in India and weaving them together 
in opposition.  

The prevalence of theatre and the arts as a form of political participation is becoming 
more common in international relations and political science discourse. The international system 
functions on understanding states as actors which make institutional decisions when it should 
rather focus its attention on how people in these states are affected by these decisions. Theatre 
allows this to happen; to put human faces and narratives to policy questions and amplify the 
voices of those the state does not advocate for.  

As Israel once again intensifies its military operations and settlement projects in the 
occupied West Bank and Gaza and right-wing Hindutva movements in India continue to 
encourage an erasure of history and mass violence against Muslims and the Denotified Tribes, 
activating agency of communities most affected by state violence to shape the narratives of the 
states, their histories, and their futures through theatre, is increasingly crucial. The role of theatre 
in resistance to state violence must be recognized and further catalyzed, providing opportunities 
for targeted communities to tell their own stories and transform their historical traumas into 
political resistance and action in opposition to the state. Theatre will not necessarily end the 
Israeli occupation of Palestine or stop mass violence against Muslims and Denotified Tribes in 
India, but it will continue to provide space for communities to reassert their presence and send a 
potent message to forces of power that they are here to stay. Let us honor and amplify these 
fighting songs of liberation as this thesis aimed to do.   
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