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Abstract  

Theatre has long served as a powerful instrument for social critique, political resistance, and community 

mobilization. This article examines the role of drama as a form of contemporary social justice advocacy, tracing 

the theoretical lineage from Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre and Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed to present-

day participatory and digital performance practices. Drawing on scholarship from applied theatre, performance 

studies, and community-based arts, the analysis evaluates how contemporary practitioners have adapted theatrical 

traditions to address twenty-first-century challenges including climate change, racial injustice, and mental health 

stigma. The article argues that theatre’s unique capacity for embodied, dialogical engagement makes it an 

indispensable medium for advocacy in an era of political polarization and digital alienation, while acknowledging 

the ethical complexities and measurement challenges inherent in assessing theatre’s social impact. 
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Introduction 

Theatre has long served as a powerful instrument for social critique, political resistance, and community 

mobilization. From the agitprop performances of the early twentieth century to the participatory theatre practices 

of the present day, dramatic arts have provided a unique space for marginalized communities to voice their 

experiences, challenge oppressive structures, and envision alternative futures. As Jayakumar (2025) observes, 

contemporary drama has emerged as a vital catalyst for advocacy around some of the most pressing issues of our 

time, including climate change, racial injustice, and mental health stigma. The theatrical space offers what no 

other art form can replicate with equal immediacy: the co-presence of performers and audience in a shared act of 

meaning-making that demands both intellectual engagement and emotional response. 

This article examines the role of theatre as a form of social resistance in contemporary contexts. It traces 

the theoretical foundations of politically engaged theatre from Bertolt Brecht's epic theatre to Augusto Boal's 

Theatre of the Oppressed, analyzes the ways in which contemporary practitioners have adapted these traditions to 

address twenty-first-century social justice issues, and evaluates the effectiveness of theatre as a tool for advocacy 

and social transformation. Drawing on a range of scholarly perspectives and practical examples, the article argues 

that theatre's unique capacity for embodied, dialogical engagement makes it an indispensable medium for social 

justice work in an era of increasing political polarization and digital alienation. 

 

 

http://www.eduresearchjournal.com/index.php/ijals
https://doi.org/10.63090/IJALS/3108.1673.0013


37 
 

Volume: 2 | Issue:2 | April – 2026 |  www.eduresearchjournal.com/index.php/ijals | 

Literature Review 

The theoretical foundations of socially engaged theatre are rooted in the work of Bertolt Brecht, whose 

concept of epic theatre sought to transform the audience from passive consumers of spectacle into critical 

observers capable of analyzing and challenging social conditions. Brecht (1964) argued that theatre should not 

merely entertain but should provoke audiences to think critically about the political and economic structures that 

shape their lives. His techniques of estrangement including direct address, visible stagecraft, and the disruption of 

narrative illusion were designed to prevent emotional identification and encourage rational analysis. Brecht's 

legacy continues to inform contemporary political theatre, particularly in works that address systemic inequality 

and institutional power. 

Augusto Boal extended Brecht's project in a more participatory direction with his development of the 

Theatre of the Oppressed. Boal (1979) argued that traditional theatre reinforced social hierarchies by maintaining 

a rigid separation between performers and audience, and he proposed a series of techniques including forum 

theatre, image theatre, and invisible theatre that dissolved this boundary and empowered audience members to 

become active participants in the dramatic action. In forum theatre, for example, audience members are invited to 

stop the performance and replace the protagonist on stage, experimenting with different strategies for confronting 

oppression. This participatory approach has been widely adopted in community development, education, and 

social activism contexts around the world. 

The field of applied theatre encompasses a broad range of practices that use theatrical techniques for 

purposes beyond aesthetic entertainment, including education, community development, conflict resolution, and 

health promotion. Nicholson (2005) provides a comprehensive overview of the field, arguing that applied theatre 

represents a distinctive form of gift-giving that creates opportunities for participants to explore their experiences, 

develop new perspectives, and build social connections. Thompson (2003) offers a complementary analysis, 

emphasizing the affective dimensions of applied theatre and arguing that its value lies not only in its capacity to 

raise awareness about social issues but also in its ability to create experiences of beauty, joy, and solidarity that 

sustain communities in the face of adversity. 

Cohen-Cruz (2005) documents the rich tradition of community-based performance in the United States, 

tracing its development from the settlement house movement of the early twentieth century to the identity-based 

performance practices of the 1990s and beyond. Her analysis highlights the ways in which community-based 

theatre creates spaces for marginalized groups to tell their own stories, challenge dominant narratives, and build 

collective identity. Kuppers (2007) extends this analysis to include disability performance, environmental theatre, 

and digital community practices, arguing that community performance is fundamentally concerned with the 

politics of inclusion and participation. 

Dolan (2005) introduces the concept of 'utopian performatives' moments in live performance when the 

audience collectively experiences a vision of a more just and equitable world. She argues that these ephemeral 

experiences of communal hope and possibility are not merely escapist fantasies but serve a vital political function 

by demonstrating that alternative social arrangements are imaginable and desirable. This framework has been 

influential in subsequent scholarship on the relationship between theatre and social change, providing a theoretical 

vocabulary for analyzing the affective and imaginative dimensions of political performance. 

The question of how to assess the social impact of theatre has been a persistent challenge for practitioners 

and scholars alike. Etherton and Prentki (2006) address this challenge directly, arguing for the development of 

rigorous impact assessment methodologies that can capture both the immediate and long-term effects of theatrical 

interventions. They propose a framework that combines quantitative measures of behavioral change with 

qualitative analysis of participants' experiences, emphasizing the importance of attending to process as well as 

outcomes. Prentki and Preston (2009) provide additional theoretical and practical resources for understanding the 

relationship between applied theatre practice and social change. 

Historical Roots of Political Theatre 

The use of theatre as a vehicle for political expression and social criticism has ancient roots, from the 

satirical comedies of Aristophanes to the morality plays of the medieval period. However, the modern tradition of 

explicitly political theatre emerged in the early twentieth century in response to the social upheavals of 

industrialization, colonialism, and world war. Brecht (1964) was arguably the most influential figure in this 

tradition, developing a theatrical practice that combined aesthetic innovation with Marxist political analysis. His 

concept of Verfremdungseffekt—the alienation or estrangement effect sought to disrupt the audience's emotional 

absorption in the dramatic narrative and create a critical distance from which social conditions could be analyzed 

and questioned. 
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Boal (1979) built upon Brecht's foundation while challenging what he perceived as its limitations. Where 

Brecht sought to transform spectators into critical observers, Boal aimed to transform them into active agents of 

change. His Theatre of the Oppressed techniques were developed in the context of political resistance in Brazil 

and subsequently adapted for use in diverse cultural and political contexts around the world. The global 

dissemination of Boal's methods represents one of the most significant developments in the history of socially 

engaged theatre, demonstrating the transportability of participatory theatrical techniques across cultural 

boundaries. 

Salverson (2001) complicates this narrative of empowerment by raising important questions about the 

ethics of representing others' suffering on stage. She argues that testimonial theatre performance based on the real 

experiences of marginalized individuals carries risks of re-traumatization, voyeurism, and the reduction of 

complex lived experiences to simplified narratives of victimhood. Her concept of an 'erotics of injury' draws 

attention to the ways in which audiences may derive problematic pleasure from witnessing others' pain, even in 

the context of ostensibly progressive political theatre. This ethical critique has had a significant influence on 

subsequent practice and scholarship in the field. 

Contemporary Theatre and Social Justice Movements 

In the twenty-first century, theatre has been deployed as a tool for advocacy around a wide range of social 

justice issues, including racial equality, climate action, gender justice, immigration reform, and mental health 

awareness. Jayakumar (2025) provides a valuable survey of contemporary drama that addresses climate change, 

racial justice, and mental health, arguing that theatre's capacity for emotional engagement and collective 

experience makes it uniquely suited to mobilizing audiences around these interconnected challenges. His analysis 

highlights several contemporary plays and performance projects that have successfully translated complex social 

issues into compelling theatrical experiences. 

The Black Lives Matter movement has generated a significant body of theatrical work that addresses 

systemic racism, police violence, and the ongoing legacy of slavery and colonialism. Community-based 

performances, spoken word events, and professionally produced plays have all contributed to a theatrical 

landscape that both reflects and advances the movement's goals. Cohen-Cruz (2005) anticipated this development 

in her analysis of identity-based community performance, noting the capacity of theatre to create spaces for 

collective mourning, rage, and resistance in response to racial violence. 

Climate change has emerged as another major theme in contemporary socially engaged theatre. From 

large-scale productions that dramatize the science of global warming to intimate community performances that 

explore the local impacts of environmental degradation, theatre artists have found innovative ways to make the 

abstract and overwhelming reality of climate change tangible and emotionally resonant. Dolan's (2005) concept 

of utopian performatives is particularly relevant here, as many climate-themed performances seek to inspire 

audiences not only with a sense of urgency but also with a vision of sustainable, equitable alternatives to the 

current social order. 

Mental health advocacy has also found a powerful ally in contemporary theatre. Performances that 

address depression, anxiety, addiction, and trauma have helped to destigmatize mental illness and create spaces 

for open dialogue about psychological well-being. Nicholson (2005) notes that applied theatre practices have been 

increasingly adopted in mental health settings, where participatory performance can provide therapeutic benefits 

for participants while also raising broader public awareness about mental health issues. Jayakumar (2025) 

similarly emphasizes the potential of drama to serve as a catalyst for mental health advocacy, noting that theatrical 

representations of psychological struggle can foster empathy and understanding in ways that clinical or statistical 

accounts cannot. 

Community-Based Theatre and Participatory Practice 

Community-based theatre represents one of the most vibrant and diverse strands of contemporary 

socially engaged performance. Kuppers (2007) defines community performance as artistic practice that emerges 

from and is accountable to specific communities, and that is concerned with questions of inclusion, participation, 

and social justice. This definition encompasses a wide range of practices, from oral history performances and 

testimony-based plays to participatory workshops and site-specific installations. 

The participatory dimensions of community-based theatre are central to its social justice potential. 

Drawing on Boal's (1979) legacy, many contemporary practitioners use forum theatre and related techniques to 

create performances in which audience members are active participants rather than passive observers. Thompson 

(2003) argues that this participatory approach has both instrumental and intrinsic value: it can be a means of 

raising awareness, building skills, and promoting social change, but it also has inherent worth as an experience of 

creative self-expression, collective solidarity, and aesthetic pleasure. 
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Prentki and Preston (2009) provide a comprehensive overview of the theoretical frameworks and 

practical methodologies that inform contemporary applied theatre practice. Their collection brings together 

diverse perspectives from practitioners and scholars working in education, community development, conflict 

resolution, and health promotion contexts, demonstrating the breadth and versatility of theatre as a tool for social 

engagement. The contributors emphasize the importance of ethical practice, cultural sensitivity, and genuine 

partnership with the communities in which theatre work takes place. 

Etherton and Prentki (2006) address the crucial question of impact assessment, arguing that the social 

effects of community-based theatre are often diffuse, long-term, and difficult to measure using conventional 

research methods. They propose a mixed-methods approach that combines participant observation, interviews, 

and surveys with creative methods such as participatory evaluation and performance-based research. This 

methodological framework acknowledges the complexity of social change processes while insisting on the 

importance of evidence-based practice in the field. 

Digital Theatre and Online Activism 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated a transformation in theatrical practice that had been underway for 

years: the migration of performance into digital spaces. Lockdowns and social distancing requirements forced 

theatre companies around the world to experiment with live streaming, virtual reality, interactive video platforms, 

and social media-based performance. While some practitioners lamented the loss of co-presence that defines live 

theatre, others embraced the democratizing potential of digital platforms, which can reach audiences who are 

geographically, economically, or physically unable to attend traditional theatre venues. 

Digital theatre has particular potential as a tool for social justice activism. Online performances can reach 

global audiences, transcend national boundaries, and engage participants who might never enter a conventional 

theatre space. Kuppers (2007) anticipated this development in her analysis of digital community performance, 

noting the potential of online platforms to create new forms of participatory art-making that are inclusive and 

accessible. The expansion of digital theatre during and after the pandemic has created new opportunities for 

socially engaged practitioners to reach diverse audiences and build transnational networks of solidarity and 

advocacy. 

However, digital theatre also raises significant concerns about equity and access. The digital divide—the 

unequal distribution of technology and internet connectivity means that online performance may inadvertently 

exclude the very communities that socially engaged theatre seeks to serve. Salverson (2001) reminds us that ethical 

practice in socially engaged theatre requires careful attention to questions of power, representation, and access, 

and these concerns are amplified rather than diminished in digital contexts. The challenge for contemporary 

practitioners is to harness the potential of digital platforms while remaining committed to the principles of 

inclusion, participation, and justice that define the tradition of theatre for social change. 

Evaluating Theatre's Effectiveness as Advocacy 

A persistent question in the scholarship on socially engaged theatre concerns the effectiveness of 

theatrical interventions in producing measurable social change. Dolan (2005) argues that theatre's contribution to 

social justice should not be evaluated solely in terms of immediate policy outcomes or behavioral changes but 

should also encompass its capacity to create affective experiences of solidarity, hope, and collective imagination. 

These ephemeral experiences, she contends, have lasting effects on participants' sense of possibility and agency, 

even when they do not translate directly into political action. 

Cohen-Cruz (2005) takes a more pragmatic approach, documenting specific examples of community-

based performances that have contributed to tangible social outcomes, including policy changes, community 

organizing, and shifts in public discourse. Her case studies demonstrate that theatre can be an effective catalyst 

for social change when it is embedded in broader movements for justice and when it is developed in genuine 

partnership with affected communities. This finding is consistent with Jayakumar's (2025) argument that 

contemporary drama functions most effectively as an advocacy tool when it is connected to larger networks of 

activism and social engagement. 

Nicholson (2005) offers a balanced assessment that acknowledges both the potential and the limitations 

of theatre as a tool for social change. She argues that the value of applied theatre lies not in its capacity to solve 

social problems single-handedly but in its ability to create spaces for dialogue, reflection, and imagination that 

complement and enrich other forms of social action. Thompson (2003) similarly cautions against 

instrumentalizing theatre by reducing it to a mere delivery mechanism for social messages, arguing that its 

aesthetic and affective qualities are integral to its transformative potential. 
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Conclusion 

Theatre's enduring power as a medium for social resistance and advocacy lies in its unique combination 

of embodied presence, collective experience, and imaginative possibility. From Brecht's (1964) epic theatre to 

Boal's (1979) Theatre of the Oppressed, from community-based performances documented by Cohen-Cruz (2005) 

and Kuppers (2007) to the contemporary climate, racial justice, and mental health advocacy chronicled by 

Jayakumar (2025), the dramatic arts have consistently demonstrated their capacity to challenge injustice, amplify 

marginalized voices, and inspire collective action. 

As this article has shown, the tradition of socially engaged theatre is characterized by a productive tension 

between aesthetic and instrumental values, between the desire to create beautiful and moving art and the 

commitment to producing tangible social change. Scholars such as Dolan (2005), Thompson (2003), and 

Nicholson (2005) have argued persuasively that these goals are not incompatible but mutually reinforcing: theatre 

is most effective as a tool for social transformation when it is also most fully realized as an art form. The challenge 

for contemporary practitioners and scholars is to sustain this creative tension while adapting to new contexts and 

technologies, including the digital platforms that are increasingly central to both artistic practice and social 

activism. 

The expansion of theatre into digital spaces, the growing recognition of its therapeutic and educational 

applications, and the deepening engagement of theatre artists with urgent social issues such as climate change, 

racial justice, and mental health all suggest that the tradition of theatre as resistance is not only alive but evolving 

in dynamic and promising directions. As Salverson (2001) reminds us, this work must be undertaken with careful 

attention to ethics, power, and representation, ensuring that theatre remains a space of genuine solidarity and 

collective empowerment rather than a vehicle for the appropriation or exploitation of others' suffering. In an era 

of profound social and environmental crisis, the need for theatre that challenges, provokes, and inspires has never 

been greater. 
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