SHIFTING SHADOWS:  Aspects of Children’s Theatre in Africa
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What is children’s theatre?  The question is easier asked than answered. There is no one-size-fits-all definition of children’s theatre as demonstrated by the repeated inconclusive debates among practitioners of children’s theatre from different parts of the world. Thus, for example, the general understanding of children’s theatre in Africa differs from the western one. In this presentation, ‘Africa’ refers to the sub-Saharan part of the continent, but I must hasten to add that the presentation is based on a general perspective, meaning analyses focused on particular countries – for example South Africa – might reveal characteristics unique to those countries. There might even be some regional differences between, say, southern and western Africa. Hence this paper focuses more on the common denominators by which African children’s theatre might be discussed.
The characteristic features of African children’s theatre are different from those of children’s theatre as practised in the western world. This is largely due to differences in cultural environment as well as perception. Also, the historical development of children’s theatre in Europe and Africa has followed dissimilar paths, although both European and African theatre have their origins in ritual and ceremony associated with religion. In fact, the origins of drama all over the world are associated with, or traceable to, the worship of some form of supernatural being. It was the interaction between the myths, rituals and ceremonies of religion that led to the development of theatre.
Watling’s words (1983: 9) are worth noting: ‘The origins of the art of drama, in Greece as elsewhere, lie far beyond the reach of literary or even archaeological evidence. At its roots lie not only the human instinct for narrative and impersonation, but also the instinct for the ritualistic expression and interpretation of the power of natural forces, the cycle of life and death, and the nexus of past, present and future.’ Greek drama, to which European theatre owes its genesis, evolved from dithyrambs - performances in honour of the Greek god Dionysus (Hadas, 1966: 3). Greek drama eventually underwent a string of changes, perpetuated in part by the changing times and the ingenuity of the dramatists, or poets as they were then called. One of the greatest agents of change in the development of Greek theatre was Sophocles the tragedian, who, among other innovations, added the third actor to the Greek stage (Kitto, 1950:156). It is no surprise that the Greek philosopher Aristotle, in his classic book, The Poetics, uses the Sophoclean tragic vision to develop a prototype for analysis of the dramatic text. 
Some historians are of the view that the Greeks patterned the celebrations of their god Dionysus after the traditional Egyptian celebrations honouring the Egyptian god Osiris. This in part is based on the fact that Eyptian history and civilisation predate Greek history and civilisation. While the Greeks’ history began around 700 BC, Egyptian civilisation thrived thousands of years earlier. Thus, some historians contend that the earliest example of ritual and ceremonial practice shaping into theatre comes, not from ancient Greece, but from ancient Egypt. The ‘Pyramid texts’, which date from 2800 to 2400 BC., contain dramas on the passage of the dead pharaoh to the underworld. The famous Memphite Drama recounts the story of the death and resurrection of Osiris, as well as the coronation of his son Horus. However, the importance of the Memphite Drama pales in comparison to the Abydos passion play, also weaved around the life of Osiris and performed annually from 2500 to 550 BC at Abydos, burial place of Osiris.
The genesis of drama in Africa is, like that of ancient Egypt and Greece, traceable to the intercourse between myth, ceremony and ritual in the context of religion. Jane Plastow (1996: 9) argues that ‘in all pre-colonial societies… performance cultures appear to have fulfilled both ritual and didactic functions as well as serving the need for entertainment’. Despite the fact that all drama around the world started from the same source, differences evolved due to dissimilarities in the paths and circumstances of the development of theatre in different parts and cultures of the world. It is within this milieu that the differences in views and practices among children’s theatre animators must be understood. 
Some of the debates that have raged among children’s theatre practitioners with different definitions or understanding of children’s theatre have been due in part to the opposing sides assuming rigid positions. It is akin to the debate of musical art as Jones (1958) sees it. The music debate, in his view, is largely caused by two tendencies: condemning or being uncomfortable with the unfamiliar and a predisposition to think that our way of doing things is the only right way. Some Africans have criticised or been uncomfortable with western approaches to children’s theatre for the same parochial reasons that some westerners have criticised or shunned African forms of children’s theatre. This tunnel vision, on both sides, has contributed to the failure by African children’s theatre to fully enter the mainstream of the international children’s theatre flow.
The situation has not been helped by the biased international media, which seems to feast on a menu of portraying Africa only in bad light. Africa is known more for its negatives than its positives; its tragedies rather than its triumphs; its failures rather than its successes; and its pains instead of its gains. The bright side of the African experience does not appear to be important to the international media, and they continue to project ridiculous stereotypes of a ‘dark continent’. Thus, for example, the major international media consider it more important to keep talking about the Rwandan genocide than the fact that the Rwandan people have achieved much in the rebuilding of their country in the fourteen years after the genocide. When they look at a country like Zambia, what is important is to report about things like the HIV/AIDS problem, even when there is nothing new about it. However, they will never report the country’s economic achievements, such as the fact that, early this year, Zambia was ranked first among the ten most improved economies of the world. Good news does not fit the ‘dark continent’ stereotype, so it is ignored.
It is not just the economic gains of Africa that go unreported, its achievements in the arts in general and theatre in particular do not receive adequate attention, if any. In this kind of scenario, one sympathises with western artists who see only night and no light on the African artistic arena. In the western world, Africa is known more for its sportsmen than its artists. Thus, the Sudanese writer Taban lo Liyong has said of this African dilemma: ‘We are being represented by our feet rather than our heads. African footballers rather than writers are representing Africa.’ (Gibbs and Mapanje: 126)
Generally speaking, the different perspectives on children’s theatre are determined by the extent to which it is ‘participatory’ – that is, the degree to which it involves children. At the very least, children can be mere spectators; at the most they can be performers. This is evident in the three broad categories of children’s theatre:  (i)  Theatre for children and young people; (ii)  Theatre with children and young people;  (iii)  Theatre by children and young people.

While theatre for children and young people (or theatre for young audiences) is what is characteristically practiced in Europe, theatre with and by young people are the forms mainly practiced in Africa, with the former being more prominent. In other words, adults work with children and youth to produce works of theatre often, but not always, of a non-professional nature. It is very common in Africa to find young people working on their own to produce a work of theatre targeted at young audiences. African culture has largely contributed to the perceptions and practice of children’s theatre on the continent. That is not to say, of course, that theatre for children does not exist in Africa. However, most professional African theatre practitioners prefer to perform ‘adult’ theatre than children’s theatre.
Like African adult theatre, African children’s theatre has been shaped and affected by the changing times. It has changed over time due to the impact of colonialism and the dynamics of the post-colonial period of African history.

A discussion of the historical development of African children’s theatre courts important questions:  Did children’s theatre exist in Africa prior to the coming of colonialism and western civilisation to the continent? If so, how did it differ from children’s theatre in the western world? How does it differ from children’s theatre in Africa as practised in contemporary times?

Prior to the dawn of colonialism and western civilisation in Africa, African children were exposed to ritual, narrative and ceremonial drama, which were part of the social fabric of African society. Children and youth were also involved in games, many of which involved enactment; they also sung songs and performed dances, some of which were in the form of dance drama. Narrative drama was an art perfected by skilled storytellers whose dramatised stories served several purposes, including educating children and youth on social issues, as well as entertainment.
In other words, western-type children’s theatre did not exist in pre-colonial Africa. What existed were forms which have often been the subject of debate among scholars of African culture. Ruth Finnegan, who has done a lot of work on African oral art, once dismissed traditional African performance as non-dramatic, only to abandon her position later (Mwansa, 1999: 9).  With the dawn of colonialism and western theatre, children and youth began to get involved in conventional theatre, particularly in the schools, and thus began the evolution of the African children’s theatre genre. Theatre festivals were organised for and by the schools. 
In Ghana, the colonial school system created the environment in which the Ghanaian Concert Party theatre genre, a comic opera, developed.  During Empire Day, which commemorated the British Empire, concerts were held involving the schools. On this day, which fell annually, theatre activities were organised in which schools competed. This led to the involvement of children and youth in the development of theatre, and eventually the development of the children’s theatre genre.
However, since western education in Africa was really initiated by the mission schools, the development of African theatre in general, and of African children’s theatre in particular, could not be separated from the Christian missions and churches. Thus, apart from the theatre activities in mission schools, there were theatre activities in the churches. Plastow (1996: 63) states in her study of theatre in Ethiopia and Tanzania that the European drama techniques were introduced through the conduit of schools, most of which were run by missionaries. 
Similarly, in the mission churches, plays were performed by amateurs, with church-goers as the audience, particularly during such Christian events as Easter and Christmas. The performance of the passion plays not only exposed children and youth to western forms of theatre – though of an amateur nature – but also involved children and youth as creators and performers of the plays. They worked together with adults to produce passion plays, in much the same way as they worked with teachers in the schools. In other words, this was a form of theatre with children and youth.
The evolution of theatre in general, and of children’s theatre, in Africa, was to some extent shaped by the African cultural context apart from western theatre conventions. Eventually a hybrid theatre genre developed exhibiting western characteristics of theatre, such as characterisation, plot structure and the use of the western-type stage for performances, blended with African artistic forms of expression such as the use of song, dance and the drum. 

The colonisation of Africa followed on the heels of its christianisation, as the scramble for Africa was associated with what the Scottish explorer David Livingstone, who died at Chitambo in Zambia, called the three C’s:   Christianity, Civilisation and Commerce. In other words, Livingstone, who originally came to Africa as a missionary, eventually emphasised and pursued the three-pronged mission of preaching the gospel to Africa, entrenching western civilisation, and exploiting the continent’s natural wealth for purposes of trade. He was of the view that Africa needed western civilisation as much as it needed Christianity. 
The process of ‘civilising Africa’ often meant the suppression of indigenous customs and practices and the imposition of western customs. It also meant the marginalisation or downgrading of pre-colonial forms of African artistic expression such as some dances and songs. This was the approach both within and outside the church as the tide of colonialism swept across Africa. The mission churches labelled some dances and songs ‘pagan’ or ‘demonic’ and outlawed them from the churches and the mission schools. Even the drum, which is central to African performing art, was labelled ‘unchristian’ and local Christians were forbidden from playing or dancing to it. Instead African Christians were taught to embrace western customs and values that came in the same package as Christian doctrine. Thus, traditional African performing arts played a subservient role to western performing arts. However, the traditional African art forms somewhat survived, as Mwansa (1999: 37) observes: ‘Despite the official treatment of African culture as a phenomenon of little consequence, and the branding by missionaries of African cultural heritage as barbaric, traditional art forms resiliently thrived…’
For many Africans it was difficult to distinguish between secular western customs and Christian doctrine. Britten (1984: 25) lends weight to this view: ‘…Christianity and European customs became so mixed up that the European way of singing seemed to be the Christian way of singing. European musical instruments seemed to be the Christian instruments, and European clothes seemed to be Christian clothes.’ It was equally difficult for most Africans to differentiate between the Pax Brittanica and the Pax Christi. They saw no distinction between the Bible-wielding, robe-garbed or rosary-waving missionary and the conquistador-type, gun-totting, treasure-hunting imperialist visionary. 
Hence the oft-quoted criticism of Christian missions by an African nationalist: ‘When the missionary came, we had the land and he had the Bible. He taught us to pray with our eyes closed and our hands held together. But when we opened our eyes, he had the land and we had the Bible.’ This sounds similar to some humorous words written by an English schoolboy during the time of Africa’s colonisation: ‘Africa is a British colony. For this England is indebted to her missionaries. When a missionary arrives in a hitherto unknown part, he calls all the natives to him. When they have gathered around him, he makes them kneel down and close their eyes. This done, he hoists the British flag and proclaims the country British territory.’ (Ayandele, 1966: 30)
Napoleon made no pretensions about his intentions with regard to the use of French missionaries: ‘The religious missions may be very useful to me, in Asia, Africa and America, as I shall make them reconnoitre all the lands they visit. The sanctity of their dress will not only protect them but serve to conceal their political and commercial investigations.’ Similarly, Professor Edward de Jonghe, Director-General for the Belgian Ministry of the Colonies, wrote in 1931: ‘The Belgian missionaries especially render a most important service. Along with the light of the gospel they spread the love of Belgium, the influence of Belgium to the remotest corners of Central Africa.’ (Scanlon, 1966: 13)
Notwithstanding the failures and errors of the Christian missions and colonial authorities, they both contributed to the development of the modern African state. Their role in the development of modern African theatre in general and children’s theatre in particular cannot be ignored. The schools built by missions and colonial authorities for Africans became a breeding ground for theatre practitioners, although the performers were generally amateurs. Thus, in its amateur form, theatre evolved in the churches, schools and communities. The colonial authorities used western theatre as one of the tools of alienating Africans from their culture. Mwansa (1999: 55) therefore has a point when he asserts: ‘The growth and development of western theatre in Zambia were part of the overall process of colonization…’

As the colonial powers continued to govern Africa, they eventually built infrastructure which included western-type theatres. In Zambia, for example, the British colonial government built little theatres, while in other countries such as Uganda they even built national theatres. However, these structures were meant to promote western theatre. 
The building of the theatres led to a polarisation of the development of theatre in Africa, one stream tailored to the needs of the European settler community, the other responding to the needs of the indigenous African people. There was a clear discrepancy in terms of the quality of infrastructure: the theatres were better equipped than the community halls in which much of the African theatre was performed. While theatre for European audiences thrived in the theatres, theatre for the indigenous people found its heartbeat in the African communities and schools. African children’s theatre continued to be associated with the schools run by the missions or the colonial authorities.
With the coming of independence to many African countries, especially in the 60’s, the theatre infrastructure was eventually taken over by indigenous people. This also meant the theatre which had hitherto been performed only in community halls in the African suburbs could now be performed and watched in the theatres. African children’s theatre, too, found its place in the theatre house. 
The development of African theatre in general, and of African children’s theatre in particular, has been like the shadows of an object constantly changing shape. From the games, songs and dances of precolonial Africa, the African child moved on to plays on stage. However, African children’s theatre, like African theatre in general, continued to exhibit traditional forms of artistic expression such as the dance and the drum. In fact, the two forms of artistic expression have remained key to the development of African theatre.  Hence Mwansa (1999: 7) argues: ‘Traditional art forms represent the basis for African performing arts in the same way most of the dramas of the west have been fashioned by the Greek mythology and Christian norms.’ The constant friction between African traditional culture and western culture has affected all spheres of African life. Globalisation has heightened the friction.
Mbiti (1982: 216) puts it like this:  ‘Africa is caught up in a world revolution which is so dynamic that it has almost got out of human control. It is a revolution of man as a whole, and therefore no people or country can remain unaffected by this new rhythm of human history.’ Kashoki (2001:1) has this to say: ‘The world today is becoming an ever interdependent entity, one global village, its various cultural strands inexorably drawn into a fusion of a world culture.’ However, the ‘fusion’ appears to favour the culture of the stronger nations, hence the continued friction. 
Every society in the world is subject to change. Everything changes, with the only constant being change itself. African society and culture are no exception. As Jane Plastow (1996: 5) says, ‘Cultures in Africa have always been dynamic, as much before the period of European colonisation as afterwards, because societies were always in a state of flux.’ Some changes have been positive, others negative – such as the indiscriminate deculturalisation process set in motion by the tide of christianisation and colonisation.
Africa has since the dawn of colonialism been fighting against deculturalisation, a conflict captured thus by Mazrui: ‘Africa is at war. It is a war of cultures. It is a war between indigenous Africa and the forces of Western civilisation… indigenous African culture is putting up a fight.’ (Kashoki, 2001: 2)  
Thus, the nature of African children’s theatre is not just attributable to how it has been nurtured historically, but also how it has been nurtured artistically and culturally. For its artistic elements, it has been shaped more by western than African theatrical conventions, whereas its cultural expression and context is African. In essence, African children’s theatre has been impacted and shaped by the schools (both colonial and postcolonial), the churches and missions, western theatrical conventions, and African culture. Thus, as I have observed in my article, Where Adults Fear to Tread: Children’s Theatre in Africa (2003), in African children’s theatre, the general trend is that children or young people themselves ‘are involved in the performances, not merely as the audience, but as performers’ (ASSITEJ Yearbook 2002/3, 22). This theatre is characterised by performances ranging from puppetry and dramatised poetry to dance, dance drama, song, and narrative drama.
African cultural influence has impacted on perceptions of children’s theatre by African theatre practitioners. Most African professional actors find it difficult to strictly perform theatre for children – that is, to do plays for children’s audiences – because of cultural inhibitions. Traditionally, adults do not want to be seen to be doing what is considered to ‘belong’ to children. Plays for children are not for adults, so they should be performed by children themselves or by youth. This is not to say, however, that there are no African professionals performing for children. What is ironic about the reluctance of African adults to perform children’s plays, however, is that the narrative drama of the African storytelling tradition was and still is normally performed by adults skilled in the delivery of the genre. 
In recent years, however, African children’s theatre has also been impacted by participatory drama methods which find their best expression in Theatre for Development, a form of theatre that developed a life of its own as it had the support of African university lecturers who provided the theoretical basis of the theatre genre. At the University of Zambia (UNZA), Michael Etherton and other lecturers worked with university students to promote the genre. They established Chikwakwa Theatre, under the auspices of the university, which was the first Zambian travelling theatre. Chikwakwa toured various parts of Zambia with plays largely done in the local languages.

Theatre for Development started in the late 1970’s, but has since been transformed into a major African theatre movement. Theatre for Development is being taught in a number of African universities, and thousands of artists and professional companies are engaged in its practice. Chikwakwa Theatre and the Laedza Batanani Theatre of Botswana are considered the precursors of African Theatre for Development. From Zambia and Botswana, Theatre for Development has grown into an indispensable continental phenomenon. Its development and growth is largely attributable to the work and efforts of university dons who, after being trained in the western way of theatre, became disillusioned with some of its components. They were of the view that it was not well suited for the African experience.
Theatre for Development is based on a cycle of information gathering, evaluation of information, code creation, performance, and evaluation of performance. Its theoretical basis is traceable in part to the theory of conscientisation of Brazil’s Paulo Freire, whose book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, became the basis of the development of Theatre of the Oppressed by his fellow Brazillian, Augusto Boal. In terms of technique and methodology, Theatre of the Oppressed is a first cousin of Theatre for Development and the Theatre of Awareness of the Indian subcontinent.
Theatre for Development emphasises minimalist approaches to costume and set, the use of African languages, traditional musical instruments such as the drum, and traditional forms of artistic expression such as dance and song. These trends have spilled over into African children’s theatre.  The influence of Theatre for Development technique is more pronounced in plays that deal with Africa’s challenges such as the AIDS epidemic, conflict and conflict resolution. Through song, dance, plays and dramatised poetry, African children and young people have created – on their own and with the involvement of adults – works of art that have addressed these challenges, from Zambia to South Africa, Rwanda to Angola, Cape Town to Lagos. Characteristically such works tend to address the challenges and, directly or indirectly, at the very least raise questions, or at most attempt to offer possible answers to the questions evolving around the questions.
In terms of categories, the African children’s theatre genre tends to manifest in the following subgenres:  theatre for development type – where conscientisation is the ultimate goal; conventional western theatre type – which tends to gravitate toward entertaining the audience. However, both are African in character. In the former, the message is paramount – more important than the actor, the director, the set and stage. In other words, if it has no message for the audience, if it does not address the need of the audience, it is not theatre for development. 
The danger with this approach, however, is that it sometimes sacrifices quality and artistic excellence at the altar of pedagogical expedience. The problem becomes even more magnified when looked at in the context of the ‘art for art’s sake’ debate, or when juxtaposed against such concepts as Grotowski’s ‘poor theatre’ – the idea that, when everything is peeled away from the onion of theatre, the one thing, the only thing, the basic thing, that remains is the actor; that the actor is the alpha and omega of the theatrical process. In other words, you cannot have theatre if you do not have the actor. 
In the midst of the changes experienced by African children’s theatre, there are some constants:  the triple influences of western theatre conventions, African theatre dynamics, and African cultural resilience. Whatever shape African children’s theatre will assume in the short or long term, these three factors will be consistent ingredients in the recipe for change.
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