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In 1999 Ranjini Obeyesekere published her monograph Sri Lankan Theatre in a Time of Terror: Political 
Satire in the Permitted Space. A small, bracketed clause on page sixty-two caught my attention when 
reading this text back in 2014, and sparked an eighteen-month research journey. A journey that not only 
brought me into the world of Sri Lankan folk praxis, and the engaging world of community theatre, but 
also led me to complete my Masters by research. That phrase was: ‘Boal’s Forum Theatre has not caught 
on.’1 
 
Who is Boal? What is Forum Theatre? 
 
Augusto Boal (1931-2009) was a Brazilian theatrical pioneer who gave us the world renowned work 
Theatre of the Oppressed, of which Forum Theatre is part. His theatrical processes are based around the 
notion that: ‘the dramatist should not only offer pleasure but should… be a teacher of morality and a 
political adviser’.2 This two-fold notion of actor-advisor is central to the work of the Theatre of the 
Oppressed, and, as I argue later, to that of folk drama, ritual exorcism, and conflict resolution.  
 
Based around four distinct stages, Boal’s methodology plays out as follows, allowing participants to: 
 

1. learn about their own bodies, 
2. begin to use their bodies as a medium of expression, 
3. use the theatre to accentuate this expression, and 
4. use the theatrical techniques gained ‘as discourse… to discuss certain themes and rehearse 

certain actions’.3 
 
These stages are then applied to Boal’s tree of the oppressed. At its roots we find what could be grouped 
as societal issues. Examples given in the tree include that of the economy, politics, and history. Moving 
forward, we get to imagining the problem: why has this theatrical process become necessary, and what 
will it be overcoming? The third stage is that of games, participants learning to use their body and how 
to express themselves through their bodies. This moves onto image theatre, where the group works 
together to create a medium of expression, using their collective bodies for this purpose. This culminates 
in a forum- the use of theatre to raise discussion, propose ideas and rehearse future actions. As we will 
see during the course of this paper, Forum Theatre is about rehearsing how to overcome societal conflicts 
and come to communal resolutions.  
 
Forum theatre was originally introduced into Sri Lanka in 2005 by the British Council in the wake of what 
became known as the Boxing Day tsunami (26 December 2004). In the following decade, Boal’s technique 
has proceeded to have been used less to help parties deal with the total devastation of the natural 
disaster, and more as a method of communal integration and reconciliation. By 2008 Shakthi, Sri Lanka’s 
first Forum theatre company had formed. It comprised of Muslim, Sinhala and Tamil members, all of 
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which had been affected by the civil conflict. As the British Council outlines, Shakthi was born into ‘a 
fractured society’.4 Further, they describe the process of Forum theatre as: 
 

…a tool for community empowerment… forum theatre is a short play which typically ends in a 
tragedy, and is performed before an audience that can relate to the problem. The play is then 
performed again, but this time the audience is allowed to stop the performance at any given time 
and intervene by changing events so that a solution can be found.5 

 
Forum theatre is a distinct tool which can be used to ‘rehearse… actions’,6 and is as such described by its 
creator as a ‘theatre of discourse’ for this very purpose.7 Audience interjection is key to Forum theatre’s 
success. Unlike traditional theatre, the role of the audience in Forum theatre is two-fold, that of spectator 
and actor. During the entire performance the ‘spect-actor’ (a term coined by Boal) exists in a liminal 
space; a safe rehearsal space in which views and opinions can be expressed freely and without judgement. 
A space in which actions and reactions can be rehearsed.  
 
Theatre and terror 
 
The theatre of Sri Lanka has been described by scholars as both an ‘oasis’ and a ‘permitted space’.8 Of 
historical interest is the relative safety which the theatre held both prior to and during the civil conflict 
in Sri Lanka, preceeding the introduction of Forum theatre to the nation. Theatre is an amateur industry 
in Sri Lanka, and as Obeyesekere notes, Sri Lankan theatre ‘is one of the few forms of critical political 
discourses left’.9 
 
Early Sri Lankan theatre’s political and even spiritual safety is described in the work of Robert Knox, who 
notes the way in which these early folk dramas both implicitly and explicitly lampooned the country’s 
hierarchy, including not only  nobles and kings, but gods, demons, and even the Buddha himself.10 There 
is, through Buddhism, a stance of skepticism towards ideologies: religious, political or otherwise. Verses, 
such as the following from the Dhammapada underline this ideal, and therefore underline both the need 
and importance of critical discourse: 
 
  Regard him as one who points out treasures, 
 the wise on who seeing your faults rebukes you. 
 Stay with this sort of sage. 
 For the one who stays with a sage of this sort, things get better, not worse.11 
 
We might therefore infer that there is an engrained history in which folk drama has acted as a ‘permitted 
space’, a space which has paved the way for the theatrical practices of twentieth and twenty-first century 
Sri Lanka.12 This concept can be underpinned in reference to Palihapitiya, who, as a Sri Lankan national, 
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partook as both academic and practitioner in theatre during the civil conflict. He refers to the theatre as 
not only a place in which he could express both his religious and political angst, but as an ‘outlet for open 
expression and discussion’ amongst peers.13 
 
Both Palihapitiya and Obeyesekere’s frameworks complement each other, as practitioner and 
anthropologist.  Palihapitiya provides an interesting shift in focus. Rather than questioning why it was 
that theatre outlets were not attacked during media censorship, as Obeyesekere does, (like many other 
outlets), Palihapitiya suggests that it might have been a positive factor for both the Sri Lankan 
government and the LTTE, to allow these performances.14 An example of governmental support of 
theatrical practices can be found in that following the United National Parties return to power under the 
leadership of J. R. Jayawardene, cinemas that had been converted from theatres were once again 
refurbished back to their original purpose.15 Further governmental support was given to the successful 
annual drama festival, which had been running since the 1960s without governmental support. 
Obeyesekere herself notes that by the mid-1980s theatre was more critical than ever of the government, 
yet it still received the government’s support.16 The 1970s also saw the government try to channel Sri 
Lanka’s ‘discontented youth’ into forms of non-violent discourse, including theatre.17 Though the UNP’s 
Youth Council scheme was paradoxical in its approach: it saw young people across the island being 
channeled into theatre programs, but at the same time saw these very programs as being politically 
subversive.  
 
Moving further back we must question where ‘theatre’ first took its roots. 
 
Ritual exorcism, communal reconciliation 
 
It goes without saying that the Sinhalese religious paradigm, including that of Sinhalese Buddhism, are 
idiosyncratic. Sinhalese Buddhism is a hybrid. With practices common today being forged through 
‘invasions, alliances, peaceful migrations, on-going cultural contacts, influxes and cross-influences.’18 
Moreover, the history of Sri Lankan folk drama, and their ritual underpinning, is ultimately engrained in 
the indigenous practices of the island state.  
 
Although syncretic, it also goes without saying that these practices are dominated by Buddhism, with 
Buddhism generally understood as the religion of the Sinhalese, coupled with the village and loci-
relevant practices of their adherents.  
 
Building on Ames’ early understanding that the Sinhalese categorise ‘everything as either of the world 
(laukika) or not of the world (lokottara)’ provides a relevant departure point to dissecting this parallax.19 
A general understanding can be found that the Buddha is lokottara, meaning that the syncretism of 
interaction with folk deities is reconciled through their use to aid the adherents with problem which 
have arisen laukika (in this world); rather than troubling the Buddha with these matters. Adherents 
would, therefore, not look to the Buddha for aid in their problems in this world, but would address the 
pantheon of ‘ghosts’ and ‘goblins’. Though there is a general hierarchy with regard to these spirits, in 
that: ‘…all ghosts are controlled by goblins, and all goblins by gods’.20 The use of the word goblin here is 
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of interest. It is my belief that this rendering is a hangover from the colonial past. With reference to 
Christianity the idea of a ‘demon’ is almost completely removed from the ‘dæmon’ of the Sinhala 
pantheon.   
 
Since the possession is understood to unbalance the strict hierarchy of the Sinhalese cosmology, the risk 
posed by the possession of the individual is in fact far greater for the community, and therefore the 
entirety of the community must enter a liminal space, through ritual, to address the imbalance and bring 
about order. Although, Collin’s notes that ‘madness is often used as a metaphorical trope, to characterise 
all unenlightened people’.21 One of the specific presentations of madness found within Darimukha’s birth 
story (Jataka #387, III 238-246) includes that of the power of spirits, underlining Buddhism’s knowledge 
of exorcism.22 
 
A side note on trauma 
 
For the most part the need for an exorcism, or the adherent’s possession by a demon, arises from trauma. 
The experience of trauma also plays an integral role not only in Forum theatre, but, the Sri Lankan civil 
conflict. As Bercovitch and Kadayifci-Orellana have noted, ‘religion has often been portrayed as having 
a negative impact on conflict and peace-making processes’.23 However, in the case of both the Sri Lanka 
Development Journalist Forum and the British Council, faith-based actors have provided both trust and 
legitimisation to the peace-building process, in the case of Forum theatre, and have therefore encouraged 
wider participation with peacebuilding.  
 
Furthermore, ethnic identity is considered a unifying factor, bringing parties together through perceived 
shared experiences, under the ‘banner of identifiable groups.’24 Traumatic experiences are therefore seen 
as an affecter of communities; but, traumatic experiences can also be viewed as events which create 
communities and foster cohesion and unity. Vertzberger, for example, rightly notes that ‘collectivism 
allows individuals to better cope with the personal impact of trauma.’25 Therefore the building of a 
community, both in and following conflict, allows for the cueing of ‘appropriate rituals of expunging the 
adverse emotions’.26 Although the process of coming to terms with a traumatic can take years, communal 
recognition can aid the processes. James Thomson to this extent remarks that: 
 

…traumatic incidents, then, overwhelm the memory-making facilities of the person to create a 
numbness close to the event and an uncontrolled revisiting at periods sometimes long after. The 
etched brain replays the event as an actual return to the moment rather than a version that is a 
representation of the event mediated through recall.27  

 
Narrative Mediation 
 
Within the research I conducted for my recently awarded MA I argued that the work on Forum theatre 
could learn from the counselling practices of John Winslade and Gerald Monk presented in their book 
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Narrative Mediation. The approach of Winslade and Monk relies on one very simple premise: ‘that people 
tend to organise their experiences in story form.’28Narrative Mediation is based on the understanding 
that the conflict has arisen because parties do not have ‘direct access to the truth or to the facts about 
any situation’.29 This notion argues that conflicts arise because groups recall cultural perspectives rather 
than a situational overview of events: as discussed above by Ross, trauma forges ‘banner[s] of identifiable 
groups’.30 These traumatic events therefore lead to ‘diametrically opposed readings of events’ between 
parties.31 Winslade and Monk continue by suggesting the deconstruction t of hese diametrically opposed 
narratives via mediation in order to create a single narrative, and to therefore foster unity through the 
creation of a single united group.32  
 
This is attempted through finding the underlying roots of the conflict, through the exchange of 
information between the two parties, allowing both to find a situational overview of transpired events. 
Within Forum theatre there is an appreciation of this shifting perspective through the playing of games 
and the necessity to rehearse and re-rehearse actions to find fitting solutions to all present. The theatre, 
and the use of performance, provides the necessary barrier to ‘soften… formally authoritative 
approach[es]’.33 Through moderating of these authoritative approaches previous challenges and/or 
tensions encountered during the mediation process should, in theory, relax. As individual parties become 
more socially aware of both their own and opposing parties’ communal narrative, dialogues should 
become more open and fruitful.  
 
As parties remove themselves from the perceived ‘front-line’ of the conflict by entering into the liminal 
space which theatre creates, each party is able to unfurl their communal banners in front of each other, 
with each party involved pro-actively seeking to understand the other. As Victor Turner asserted:  
 

Meaning is connected with the consummation of a process – it is bound up with termination, in 
a sense, with death. The meaning of any given factor in a process cannot be assessed until the 
whole process is passed.34 

 
Through theatre these processes pass very quickly, a performance lasting several hours at the most, 
rather than months or years of negotiations. Meanings passed between parties, and meanings 
understood can therefore be assessed by each other in a much quicker time frame than that of traditional 
negotiations and mediations.  
 
Of Demons and drama 
 
As discussed earlier in the course of this paper, theatre in Sri Lanka has been described as both an ‘oasis’35 
and a ‘permitted space’.36 Scholars have noted the relative safety in which the theatre has existed both 
prior, during, and post the Sri Lankan civil conflict. Moreover, what I am terming a realm of safety is a 
common factor not only across theatre, but also within folk drama and ritual exorcism.  
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Oases and permitted spaces generate an idea of physical safety either from governmental or institutional 
laws, or from the rebels fighting against these institutions. However, these terms should also be read in 
terms of providing a distinctive element of mental safety, as well as in terms of fostering unity.  
 
Within Sinhalese performances of communal exorcisms, specifically in the Mahasona Samayama and the 
Sanni Tovil, we find distinct commonalities that also seek to foster safety from malevolent spirits for 
both the client and those witnessing the event. Bruce Kapferer exemplifies this in his reference to the 
vidiya which is constructed prior to the ritual to ‘protect… the patient from sorcery of Suniyam by other 
persons who wish to harm the patient.’37 Further, John Halverson notes that the vidiya is integral as 
‘when the demons are invoked they must come through [it]…, not just from anywhere; thus they are 
channeled and controlled.’38 Concurrently, safety is also rendered via the ritual specialists’ dominance 
over the malevolent spirts. This dominance is enacted several times throughout the ritual; instances of 
this include dancing, prayer and chanting through which the ritual specialist allies themselves with the 
‘power and authority of the sacred’.39 Further, spaces of safety are established via stating blessings of the 
Triple Gem over the client, as well as the instance of the ‘ritual of the mat’ through which the ritual 
specialist is seen to cheat death. 40 Generally speaking, this sub-ritual involves the ritual specialist lying 
on the ground with offerings for the demon laid on top of them; the demons consumption of the offerings 
is synonymous with the consumption of the ritual specialists sprit.41 Now ‘dead’ the specialist is removed 
from the liminal performance area in a traditional reed mat and subsequently reappears through the 
vidiya, thereby cheating death and gaining further dominance over the demon. The establishment of safe 
spaces is echoed within Forum theatre, in which a space of safety needs to be created in order for parties 
involved to rehearse actions. Forum theatre provides its actors with ‘creative freedom’,42 which in turn 
allows parties involved to deconstruct their ‘mask of behaviors’.43 By removing their masks, particpants 
collectively create a realm of safety in which to hone their craft. 
 
Moreover, much in the same way as the ritual exorcisms are called for to aid both client and the wider 
community, Forum theatre workshops also have pre-designated purpose, such as to address community 
cohesion, address societal concerns (such as spousal abuse), or even to deal with grief. So too in the same 
way as a group of actor’s form bonds with the ‘spect-actors’ of their Forum workshops, a group of ritual 
specialists come to aid both client and community.  
 
Whether exorcism or Forum theatre performance the purpose is essentially the same: to heal.  These 
realms of safety in which healing take place are integral to any method of conflict resolution or social 
cohesion exercise. Much in the same way as the ritual specialist or theatre director create their liminal 
space; so too does the peace building practitioners. According to the work of Yarborough and Wilmot, 
there are four key factors for peace-building spaces: 
 

1. To find a setting neutral to all parties, 
2. create a setting which provides support, 
3. create a setting in which each individual holds an equal share of the power, [and] 
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4. to create time limits and rules which ground and determine the construct of the mediation 
work.44  

 
I will now deconstruct these four key factors for peace-building spaces in relation to ritual exorcism and 
forum theatre before positing some conclusions.  
 
To find a setting neutral to all parties.  Within the exorcism rituals, liminal spaces are specifically created 
for the ceremony to take place. A  ‘set’ is designed for the purposes of the ritual: the discussion of the 
vidiya above is a significant example of this. In Forum theatre the intention is to find a space which holds 
no historical or present precedence to either party involved.  
 
Create a setting which provides support. Both exorcism and form theatre seek to find spaces which will 
empower all parties involved. Within these rituals a team of ritual specialists provide support not only 
for their client and the wider community, but also for one another. This can be seen within the example 
of the ritual of the mat. The wider community also supports the client and the ritual specialists in the 
preparation of the pre-liminal and post-liminal rites, such as building the integral vihira. Much in the 
same way that the entire community swells around, for the most part, a single client during these 
exorcism rituals, within Forum theatre only one party engages with the actors to change the events of 
the play. In this way each member of the community willing to perform, supports each other in 
constructing ways in which to rectify the situation and bring about positive outcomes for those involved 
rehearsing and re-rehearsing outcomes to situations until satisfactory conclusions for all are reached.   
 
Create a setting in which each individual holds an equal share of the power. This notion is more complex. 
Within the ritual exorcisms the idea of each party holding an equal share of the power becomes 
problematic, as the aim of the ritual specialist here is to gain dominance of the malevolent spirt. Yet 
during the post-liminal rites associated with the exorcism the wider community are at liberty to become 
integrated into the ritual itself, through theatrical interaction with the spirits and practitioners. This 
redistributes the power-share as the client is reintegrated into their community. Within the forum 
theatre setting this is moderated by those running the workshops, making sure that each spect-actor 
wishing to be involved has equal opportunity to do so.  
 
Create time limits and rules which ground and determine the construct of the mediation work. Each 
setting, whether performance or ritual, provides set limits and rules that form the setting in which their 
distinct processes can take place. The exorcisms, for example, are enacted over a twelve hour span from 
dusk till dawn.45 This notion of dusk till dawn is symbolic in so much as the demonic forces are believed 
to be at their most potent during the night: they dwindle as they are overcome by the ritual specialists 
and are finally overcome with the dawn of the next day. With Forum theatre on the other hand, much 
the same as with the ritual exorcisms, there is ample guidance available from group leaders and 
moderators. Changes to standard action can also take place at the digression of the entire group.  
 
Ritual performance and peacebuilding in Sri Lanka, some conclusions 
 
At the outset of this paper I stated that there is an intrinsic link between the religio-centric exorcism 
rituals used within Sinhala communities for the purposes of healing and communal reconciliation, and 
the adoption of methods of communal performance for the purposes of conflict resolution. Moreover, I 
proposed that it was in fact due to these historical performance presidents of both folk drama and ritual 
exorcism, that the introduction of Forum theatre to Sri Lanka has been successful.  
 
																																																													
44  Lisa Schirch, Ritual and Symbol in Peacebuilding, Connecticut: Kulmarian Press, (2006): 68.	
45  Bruce Kapferer and Georges Pipigny, Tovil: Exorcism and Healing Rites, California: Viator Publications, (2012): 25. 



8 

The theatre became a realm of safety for the discussion and airing of social-political grievances. More 
importantly the theatre broke down socio-economic barriers between communities and assisted with 
the continuation of the critical theatre tradition, such as the kind Robert Knox described. 
 
More importantly though to mention in these concluding remarks is that the work of the British Council 
and the Sri Lanka Development Journalist Forum, and all those participating within these communal 
theatre projects are laying the path towards a better future for the youth of Sri Lanka. This is not a fast 
process, but is one that is advancing with remarkable speed. 
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