BOTSWANA – THE LAEDZA BATANANI EXPERIENCE.

In their article, ‘Laedza Batanani: Popular Theatre And Development- A Botswana Case Study’, Byram and Kidd observe that:

In Botswana as in many other developing countries, rural people often become passive observers of change. Capital development projects rarely require their participation. Educational programmes through the mass media and extension workers are normally conceived as services and information for them rather than as tools by which they can take action for development themselves. 

As a result, adult educators and extension workers were confronted with various difficulties in dealing with the problems of the rural community. Their work and efforts could make very little impact on community issues such as farming, poor health, unemployment, and community and family disintegration. It was to find lasting solutions to the above that the Laedza  Batanani popular theatre programme which sought to fuse extension work with the performing arts was developed. Laedza Batanani which in Setswana means ‘The sun is already up. It is time to come and work together’, started in the northern Bokalala region of Botswana. This region has a scattered settlement pattern, high population mobility and it is said to have suffered from government neglect. Extension workers found it hard to work in the region as people were reluctant to attend community meetings and to participate in communal work. There was a heavy reliance on government to provide self improvement and new services to the area.

In 1974, a local councillor and two expatriate adult educators founded the Laedza Batanani programme  to motivate people to get involved in their own development. It also aimed at substituting self-reliance, participation and co-operative action for the over-dependence on government and excessive individualism. Thus a potent hybrid of education(extension work) and entertainment evolved using the ‘Popular theatre’ of the people. The theatre attracted large audiences including many people who normally stay out of development activities and as the performance was done in the local language, people could identify with it and get involved wholly as well. Since the drama reflected local reality, it also provided a useful and  socially  relevant focus for the discussion of community concerns amongst the largely illiterate participants.

Laedza Batanani developed into an annual one week ‘Community Awakening’ festival during which a mobile team of actors toured villages and performed followed by organised discussions on highlighted  matters.

The Laedza Batanani campaign was organised with the following structure involving community members and extension workers.

1. District Extension Team Meeting.

2. Community Workshop- Discussion of issues and casting

3. Actors’ Workshop- Performance rehearsals

4. Campaign Tour

5. Follow-up

6.Evaluation

The entire campaign was planned by the district extension team. Funding for the programmes was provided by the various extension departments involved in running the campaign.  At their meetings, the problems for the campaign were selected and a timetable was prepared as well as choosing leaders for the other areas such as budgeting. This was followed by a workshop in which the community was involved. During this workshop, community members were put into small groups and then made to list the problems that they faced. They separated from these small groups and formed a bigger one where the final problem was chosen. A group performance based on improvisation directed by the animators  then took place for casting to be made.

Problems ranged from village co – ordination  and general problems, family planning, sanitation, economic and consumer concerns, and value conflicts. It is worth noting that during the 1975 Laedza Batanani programme, community leaders came out with a list of problems that included the following: problems on Rhodesian boarder; women do all the work and men drink; teenage pregnancy; parent-child conflict; women rights; unemployment; cattle theft; inflation; and transport fares and shop prices are too high. In 1976, the district team chose poor diet from a large list as their campaign topic. This problem identification was done by the various groups through short exercises. The groups selected problem areas which they felt community members will be willing to take  action on. They then improvised a ten-minute drama and performed it in front of the other participants.

The actors’ workshop was to give an in-depth study into the campaign problem so as to produce  an appropriate folk art that will deal with the problem. A choice was made from a variety of forms ranging from drama, music or song, puppet play or dance or a combination of these for each problem. The problem study and performance creating formed a vital part of the process since decisions were made on which medium was to be used to present the problem. An attempt was made to select a medium that would allow audience involvement through improvisation. For example, in 1974, the Laedza Batanani drama sketch was so potent that during a meeting scene, the audience became part of the meeting and got so involved in the court case  that when the cattle thief fled, the whole audience raced after him.

The campaign tour was then undertaken first, to wake people up through lively performances dealing with local problems and second, to encourage community discussions on these problems. The people thus became aware and were prepared to do something about their own problem. Massive publicity was organised before the campaign through the Kgotla(village meeting place) and on the day of the performance by going around the village in a vehicle, announcing the performance in a loud hailer. Very minimal and simple staging techniques were used. A backdrop was mounted within the Kgotla, taking account of the wind, sun, and the audience position as well as changing area for the performers. The audience was organised in a semi-circle around the staging area. The performance then took  place with the aim of getting the audience into the action by participating in the community songs and dances and then contributing in the drama. In 1974, a conscious effort was made to get four members of the audience to react angrily during a scene in a drama sketch.

Discussion was the most important part of the programme since it gave a feedback from the community regarding what actions were to be taken to solve the problems presented. As soon as the performance was over, the actors and other extension workers involved with the programme divided the audience into small groups and organised discussions on the problems presented. This was followed by an open discussion involving everybody. The discussions centred on an objective look at the problems as they affected the community and what might be done about them. During the discussions, the services of technical personnel were employed to give expert views  on the issues raised.

The follow-up arrangement provided additional information and advice that people needed in order to take action. Follow-up was built on the interests aroused by the performance and discussions. It was essential because ideas and solutions must be implemented. This became part of the regular work of extension workers and it yielded some results. A report produced by field workers after the campaign period showed that cattle theft had reduced in 1974 and in 1976, clinic attendance for venereal diseases treatment had increased by 42% in Laedza Batanani villages.

The programme ended with a careful evaluation of the performance and post performance. This was done by collecting data from group discussion reports, actors’ evaluation sessions, and follow-up interviews with community leaders and extension workers. By so doing, the impact and success of the planning and organisation of the campaign can be gauged. This also catered for changes and improvement in subsequent campaigns.

Clearly, the Laedza Batanani, programme operated on a model that sought to achieve its aims and objectives through popular theatre.

Again, Byram and Kidd write that:

Laedza Batanani has demonstrated that popular theatre can be an important tool in third world nations, notably in rural areas where underdeveloped mass media and low levels of literacy require an almost total reliance on face-to-face extension work.

Mlama also makes an important observation on the Laedza Batanani programme and she asserts that:

The Laedza Batanani model introduced a two-way communication process important in development communication. People were made aware of their situation, encouraged to look at their problems and take action to solve them instead of merely accepting messages from government employees.

The Laedza Batanani programme achieved a considerable success that affected and influenced similar projects in other African countries. However, there were some criticisms of the approach. One school of thought was that the Laedza Batanani methodology does not really make theatre authentically popular in the sense of theatre being the peoples’ own communication medium.

Zakes Mda, in ‘When People Play People’, quotes Byram & Kidd:

Participation as mere performance is no guarantee of progressive change; unless the rural villagers control the popular theatre process, they may be used as mere mouthpieces of ideas produced by others which mystify their reality and condition them to accept a passive, dependent, uncritical role in an inequitable social structure
.

Another school of criticism was that the extension workers monopolised the process in terms of analysis, information, scripting the drama, and putting up the performance. The rural folk were not given much room to participate in the crucial aspects of the process and thus it reduced their participation. There is therefore, not much difference from the top-down communication that Theatre For Development is against. Emphasis was on a technical solution to peoples’ problems rather than on understanding why the problems existed. Also, there was a general view that the discussions at the end of the performances were too short to achieve more than a superficial analysis of the problem. The performances and discussions thus led to very little action and there was very limited follow-up endeavour collective to reinforce the aims of the programme.

However, the Laedza Batanani experience set the basic Theatre For Development model on which similar projects in other parts of Botswana and Africa evolved. For instance, the Maratholi Travelling Theatre in Lesotho; the Chalimbana workshop in Zambia; the Nhlango workshop in Swaziland; and the Mbalachanda workshop in Malawi all drew their inspiration from the Laedza Batanini approach. Laedza Batanani has clearly paved the way for adult educators/field workers to integrate the skills of community planning and the peoples’ theatre believed to possess an amazing potential as a conscientising and mobilising force contributing to progressive social change.
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