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Theatre of the
SPECT-ACTIVIST

Far away from the glare of conventional theatre, one man has been quietly staging a revolution — in which
the audience is given a voice in the critical thought process. Ajanta Chakraborty meets Sanjay Ganguly,
who’s breaking down barriers, following in the footsteps of legendary Brazilian dramatist Augusto Boal

Actor 1: This black-out has made the rich richer
and the poor poorer. It’s foul economics.
[He pauses, to invite the audience to speak]

A man rises from the small group seated in front,
unknots his gamchha to reveal his new notes.
“Oto shoto orthoneeti-r kochkochani bujhi na (I
don’t understand the complexities of economics).
All T know is that I gave my 500-rupee notes and
become poorer with 2,000-rupee ones.”

Actors 2, 3, 4 [in chorus]: Thik, thik. We're
poorer with Rs 2,000.

The stage: A demonetised Kolkata suburb (the
mango orchards of Badu, North 24-Parganas).

The audience: Thespians from the US, Brazil,
UK, Greece, Portugal, Italy, Germany, France,
Spain, Germany, Australia, Switzerland, Ecuador;
the Netherlands and Bangladesh and locals, at-
tending Sanjay Ganguly’s theatre workshop, Jana
Sanskriti, to watch a stagecraft that was developed
by theatre theorist Augusto Boal in faraway Rio
de Janeiro.

ack in 1985, when Brazil’s art and
culture was under strict military
surveillance, Boal broke away from
the monotony of monologues and
didactics that marked propaganda
plays, telling everyone what to do
and struggle for;, “to usher in revolu-
tion”. Boal gave birth to the ‘Theatre of the Op-
pressed’. His theatre allowed people to talk and
created a platform for spectators to tell their own
stories. Like Boal’s, Ganguly’s art listens to eve-
ryday concerns. If demonetisation is disrupting,
Ganguly’s has made space for the debate.

“He (Boal), too, would have done this (talked
about demonetisation),” smiles the protégé of the
legendary Brazilian and cultural revolutionary,
who developed his own model of socially engaged
theatre, devising techniques used in different
fields of human activities like education, mental
health and popular culture, as well as prisons
and municipalities in the West.

We believe in theatre

of the oppressed, not
theatre for the oppressed....
They [the audience] are our
co-actors as their role involves
active dialogue. The fundamental
premise is to let people talk
SANJAY GANGULY | pRAMATIST

Boal had conceived the idea of “spect-actors”
(not simply audience) who intervened and fos-
tered critical thinking. Ganguly calls them
“spect-activists”, because “they are witnessing
their own actions on stage to become activists off
stage”. His take on his mentor: “I regard him as
my dada (older brother). It was from Boal that I
learnt to create ‘spect-actors’ — from those oth-
erwise silent listeners, and pull down the invis-
ible wall between the activist and the actor.”

The former communist who did his PhD in
drama from University of East Anglia in England
(he was disillusioned by the Leftists’ centralist

tendencies and left the party to look for a political
culture of dialogue and democracy), adds, “We
rehearse the revolution on stage.” The key attrac-
tion of his workshops is “scripting the play in-
stead of playing the script”.

It’s been 31 years, and the 59-year-old perform-
er-trainer and founder-artistic director of the
Jana Sanskriti forum continues to recreate Boal’s
genre of impromptu political dialogues here in
Bengal, the same way he was doing it “against”
the oppressions of his former brethren earlier.

Although the Theatre of the Oppressed is

found everywhere, from Los Angeles to Guate-
mala, Jana Sanskriti has become its epicentre. It
is probably the biggest such forum in the world.
Theatre, says Ganguly, can do things that TV
soaps cannot, offering personal experience to
counter the passivity generated by commercial
TV screens.

Ganguly also clears the air: “We believe in
theatre of the oppressed, not theatre for the op-
pressed. The genre is also known as ‘forum thea-
tre’.” Characteristic of this school, the content
is closely attuned to the audience’s experience.

PLAY TIME: Sanjay Ganguly (in red sleeveless
sweater in top picture) conducts a workshop at a
mango orchard in Badu

“They are our co-actors as their role involves ac-
tive dialogue. The fundamental premise is to let
people talk,” he says.

Even though very much headquartered in
Kolkata, Jana Sanskriti started in the poverty-
ridden villages around the Sunderbans man-
groves in 1985, subsequently touching the lives
of thousands of the “oppressed”, from rural,
semi-rural backgrounds, tribals, factory workers,
and generally victims of any kind of abuse —
primarily from economically backward back-
grounds. Another direct result of Jana Sanskri-
ti forums is the Human Rights Protection Com-
mittee set up in 2001.

“The workers and small farmers did not wel-
come us initially. Fearing we would harass them,
they even tried to get us evicted,” says Ganguly,
recalling how he and his team strived for seven
years to build bonds with villagers. “Now we have
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30 satellite groups all over India, working around
a cluster of 10-12 villages in their respective re-
gions. Ten of the groups are all-women. The stage
is extended to the last spectator, to open an intel-
lectual space for the marginalized,” he adds. The
inherent philosophy is inclusive. “We want to
change the popular belief that culture and intel-
lectualism is the monopoly of the urbane. Art is
a basic need for all humans,” he insists.

There isn’t much support, logistical or finan-
cial. The company functions more like an expan-
sive family than a business. There are fishermen,
farmers and carpenters as actors. They also dou-
ble up as accountants and cooks for Jana San-
skriti in Badu, he rural headquarters.

Every other year, it organizes the ‘Muktad-
hara International Forum Theatre Festival’,
which pulls villagers and city dwellers alike to
rustic Bengal and Kolkata, often considered the
country’s cultural capital. When Boal came in
2006, the celebration drew nearly 12,000 viewers;
the later events evolved to become more dynam-
ic, pulling hundreds, even amid demonetisation.

This year, Muktadhara started in Badu on
Monday (December 5) and will end on December
21. On December 11, the performing part will be
inaugurated at ICCR’s Satyajit Ray auditorium.
From December 13, Muktadhara moves to Pathar-
pratima, and on to other villages of Bengal.

AUGUSTO BOAL

Born March 16, 1931
£ Died May 2, 2009

» Brazilian dramatist,
1 creator of Theatre of
the Oppressed, a form
of interactive theatre
intended to transform
& lives as spectators
become performers,
acting out solutions to
social problems

» Was arrested in 1971 by the military junta then
ruling Brazil; spent next 15 years in exile

» In 1974, published ‘Teatro del oprimido y otras
poéticas politicas’ (Theatre of the Oppressed),
set up a centre for the practice of his theory in
Paris, and organized international Theatre of the
Oppressed festivals in the early to mid-1980s

» Returned to Brazil in 1986 and established a
Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed in Rio de
Janeiro as well as several community theatres

» In 1992, published ‘Jeux pour acteurs et non-
acteurs’ (Games for Actors and Non-Actors),
which describes techniques for putting his
method into practice

“Muktadhara has become an international
meeting ground for Forum Theatre teams. It com-
bines reality with aesthetics,” says Ganguly, add-
ing, “oppressed was a conviction of Boal, who
was writing ‘The Aesthetics of the Oppressed’
when he passed away in 2009. We have taken a
page out of his book because we are politically
committed and aesthetically gifted.”

Like all forms of art, Ganguly’s theatre thrives
on contradictions. He has raised a group of art-
ists with creative and independent minds of their
own, not performers who follow instructions.
“They are raw, and aesthetically so. That’s the
uniqueness of art. For us, art is politics, and
politics is art. Like the milk and its whiteness,”
says Ganguly.

GAME THEORY

Difficult choices, distressing answers

‘Missing’ is not just fun. The award-winning game is a gritty portrayal of the harsh realities of trafficking

olicymakers ignore it, educators do
not know it, and even the growing
crowd of gamers fail to see the impact
videogames can have on society and
culture. Recently, however, one videogame
seems to have shaken things up a bit.
Missing, Kolkata’s latest contribution to
videogames, addresses issues of girl traffick-
ing and the sex trade in
urban India. Conceived
by photographer and art-
ist Leena Kejriwal and
designed by Satyajit
Chakraborty, this game
won the Indie Game of
the Year award at the

- Nasscom Game Develop-
SOUVIK ment Conference
MUKHERJEE (NGDC) 2016.

The appeal of Miss-
ing, however, goes beyond awards. At NGDC,
people approached Satyajit saying the game
had left them disturbed: “Ifelt I was behaving
like a pimp”, or “This game is messing up my
sense of morality”, were commonly heard.
But that, exactly, is what Missing tries to do:
it frustrates the players, makes them face the
consequences of hard decisions and, just as
they are about to give up, gives them hope of
escaping the horrors of a sex worker’s world.

“Designing Missing was a challenge I
never faced before,” Satyajit admits. “Here,
I have a target audience that is fed regularly
with colourful games with an overdose of

fun and rewards to keep them in the game.

But the plot I'm dealing with has the ambi-

ence of darkness and very human tales of

brutality; pain and horror.” Like many games

in the ‘Games for Change’ initiative (al-

though the designer is reluctant to limit it to

this category), Missing has to challenge the

rubric of ‘fun’ and constant action that digi-

tal games are constantly expected to provide.
Leena says she took Satyajit to the city’s

red-light areas and even to rural Bengal. “He

met girls who had been trafficked and saw the

intense anger and hollow look in the eyes of

survivors,” she says. “For the first time, he

saw it from the perspective of these girls.”
The final play-experience emerged as a

story-based ex-

perience that

also incorpo-

rates stealth,

roleplaying

and adventure-

game mechan-

ics. The objec-

tive, however,

is to shock the

player and

leave an im-

pression about the brutality of the experience;

as a game, it is literally a hard one to play —

and win. Satyajit lists many games as possible

influences in the ways he thinks and Bio-

Shock, Witcher, Silent Hill and the Metal Gear

series are obvious names. He sees influences

Debobrata Shome

HEART OF DARKNESS: Satyajit Chakraborty works on the game at his home
studio in Kolkata; (inset) a screenshot from the game; (far right) Satyajit
and Leena Kejriwal at NGDC 2016, with their prize

of Shadowrunner and This

War of Mine in the graphics

and the user-interface but

more direct than these for the

overall feel of the game is the experience of

meeting and empathizing with trafficking
victims.

Missing is also unique in another respect:

it is an extension of a public art project cu-

rated by Leena. As one walks down the lanes

of Kolkata, one might spot a silhouette of a
little girl painting on the walls. These are
part of the Missing public-art project that
Leena has launched and made famous at
exhibitions nationally. She wanted to do
something more than the silhouettes looking
at which the man-in-the-street “probably
won’t go back with anything other than the
feeling of despair” these evoke.

Satyajit’s long expertise with game-de-

sign was a major advantage in addressing
this. Instead of a constrictive and didactic
interactive story, he opted for the more play-
ful, choice-based design structure whereby
players can reflect on and repent the choices
they made. After the NGDC award, the down-
loads on the national Android app-store have
increased dramatically and it seems that the
decision worked out well.

Playing as Champa, a young girl abducted
into the sex trade in Sonagacchi, the player
has to decide whether to accept food offered
by the abductors or to listen to the mashis
(madams) in the brothel as the game offers a
difficult set of choices. At one stage, help ar-
rives in the form of friends who provide clues
about how to escape. Escape, however, is
never easy. Why make such a game, one might
wonder. As a player comments: “When I
started playing this game I thought it would
be a total bore. But I was grossly mistaken.
The story is very realistic. The characters are
about people we hear about in the news.” The
developers consistently engage with the play-
ers in the PlayStore’s comments section and
some of the players get quite personal in their
reactions: “I hate masi”, writes one of them.

Coming from Eastern India, where game
development has seen virtually no progress,
Satyajit is one of the few people who embody
the talent and promise of the region. Asked
about other influences on his work, he says
if there is something that he needs before he
dies, it has to be an animation film by Hayao
Miyazaki. Satyajit is very happy with the fact
that Missing has received its recent recogni-
tion. As “bottom-feeders” of the Indian vide-
ogame industry, he thinks developers from
the eastern region are always underdogs and
is enthused that innovative ideas and con-
cepts are making their mark in the industry.

After the kudos and recognition, what
will happen to Missing? The team has plans

toport it to the PC platform and also to trans-
late it into 13 Indian languages so that it can
be used more effectively as a tool for raising
awareness, which Leena says is the key to
preventing sexual trafficking. If, together
with the government, the police and the
NGOs, the game can successfully contribute
to curtailing trafficking, it will have achieved
what videogames the world over dream of.
Right now, however, says Satyajit, the future
ventures need funding and wider recogni-
tion. As for the industry, he hopes that with
more innovative games, it will see a para-
digm shift. All the praise notwithstanding,
the game still has its rough edges and it is a
full-time investment to make it better.

‘What more can videogames such as Miss-
ing achieve, asks Satyajit. Thinking of the
many problems that the common people of
India face, he wants to use the videogame as
amedium for achieving far more than what
people understand as the remit of such
games. He speaks of raising awareness and
representing other issues: “As a game de-
signer I'd do anything to present the inspira-
tional struggles in form of struggles within
a game. Can’t wait for the next opportunity
to do this again.”

The writer is an avid gamer and
game theorist who teaches English at
Presidency University




