
Political Theatre

· Is theatre that advances progressive politics, in opposition to the status quo. It seeks to convince its audience that the values of the status quo should be changed in order to achieve some version of social justice and the redistribution of power. In short, it is aimed at righting a wrong and creating the conditions for liberation.

· Its methods range from the cool anatomising of Brecht to fervid street theatre.

· Its problem is that the people who generally go to the theatre (those who  can afford both the time and money), go to be entertained, to escape political considerations rather than be girded into some sort of revolutionary frenzy. They may go to be moved, but only on an internal level.

· Its strength is its potential to raise questions about current beliefs and present possibilities for existential liberation without being tied to any particular dogma or political agenda.

· It can work on many levels – from agit-prop street theatre regarding the loss of jobs due to globalization, to plays about the lived reality of the effects that these job losses have on a family struggling to cope.

· The first organized political theatre in this country was The Workers’ Theatre Movement, which was active from 1928 to 1938. 1968 saw the upsurge of Alternative Theatre and the formation of several socialist theatre groups. Linking these two movements was the pre-war work of Theatre Union in Manchester and the post-war work of Theatre Workshop.

· Of course political theatre goes back further than 1928, but that year marks the attempt to organise left-wing theatre on a comparatively wide scale. At its genesis it railed against the unemployment, workers conditions and class struggle of the time – mainly through agit-prop street theatre. 

· However, the rise of Fascism in Europe meant an urgent need to alert a broader section of the people to this new threat, and moved to indoor theatre and full-length plays. Joan Littlewood had led the way in 1934 with the Theatre of Action in anchester.

· The political climate of the 1980s meant the withdrawal of funding from many of the ‘political’ theatre companies – those like 7:84 in Glasgow had to fight for survival in the Thatcher years. 

· In the words of Brecht “How can theatre be entertaining and instructive at the same time? How can it be taken out of the hands of intellectual drug-traffic and become a place offering real experiences rather than illusions? How can the unliberated and unknowing man of our century with his thirst for knowledge and freedom, the tortured and heroic, misused and inventive man of our terrible and great century, himself changeable and yet able to change the world, how can he be given a theatre which will help him to be master of his world?”

· In Britain the post 1968 years were marked by strong and active political theatre, the events in Paris, the student revolt, the growth of womens’ liberation movements, sending troops to Northern Ireland all created the backdrop for such theatre.

· The 1980s and Thatcherite years in particular yielded much oppositional theatre from writers such as Caryl Churchill, David Hare, David Edgar and Alan Ayckbourn who attacked the spirit of the times.

· To survive, political theatre has to be in a state of constant change, responsive to its time, quick to action and remain on the margins of society.
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