NIGERIA: COMMUNITY THEATRE – THE SAMARU CASE.

Community theatre as a form of theatre for conscientisation was  started in 1976 at the Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, in Nigeria by a group known as the ABU Collective. This group was established by experienced expatriate lecturers, Michael Etherton and Brian Crow, and by Nigerian theatre workers such as Salihu Bappa, Oga Abah and Tunde Lakoju. These were a group of theatre practitioners who were determined to avail their theatre skills to the peasants and workers of the Zaria region in their struggle against oppression. The ABU collective held several workshops which improved in techniques and ideologies over the years. In the beginning the ABU Theatre for Development operated on the same lines as the Southern African experiences. At its inception, the organisers established a relationship with the society and designed productions which came under the name Wassan Manoma (play for farmers). These were projects designed in 1977 to support the national food campaign based on the Federal government’s policy on Agriculture tagged Operation Feed the Nation. What the ABU group did was to research into the major agricultural problems by consulting experts and talking to farmers. They then improvised and staged plays based on the information they gathered. Topics for plays included, arrogance and ignorance of agricultural experts from the cities, migration to towns and corruption of government officials and village leaders in the distribution of fertiliser.

The work of the Collective was heavily influenced by the concept of ‘rehearsal theatre’ developed by Augusto Boal.

Tunde Lakoju, a member of the ABU  Collective asserts that :

Boal’s classic, the Theatre of the Oppressed (1974), greatly influenced the theoretical discourse that produced the Popular Theatre model of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. The current vibrant Community Theatre practice gaining ground throughout Nigeria owes its origin and development to the products of  the Zaria experiments.

Boal has developed theatre forms such as the Forum theatre, Image theatre, Invisible theatre, Arena theatre, Newspaper theatre, and Myth theatre amongst others to address the problems of the oppressed. The emphasis in ‘Boalian’ theatre is on ‘theatre as discourse’ where instead of a finished performance presented to a popular audience by an elite cadre of artists, the theatre team actually collaborate with the audience in the creation of drama. The question of how to encourage audiences to join in discussion during Theatre For Development was answered by Boal’s techniques. The ABU group patterned their approach to the Bomo workshop in 1981 on Boal’s Forum Theatre methodology in which theatre is essentially a process of liberation through which the audience is actively involved in a critical analysis of what is presented. The Wanso Manoma and Maska workshops in 1977 and 1979 respectively had failed to involve the villagers except as a passive audience who could briefly make comments after the performance. 

The Bomo project, which was to remedy the anomalies in the previous workshops, placed emphasis on improvisation and the repeated revision of the drama in the light of constant debate. Instead of staging a finished play and asking the audience to discuss it at the end, only rough skits were started and then frequently stopped to allow the audience to contribute to what should follow next or to improvise on what should follow next or to improvise on what had been done by giving comments or actually taking part as actors. The Bomo workshop made use of improvisations that were created not only by the theatre team but also by some of the  villagers.

In evaluating the Bomo workshop, David Kerr, quotes Etherton:

In examining  the increasing  appropriation of their land by outside agencies, the farmers ‘role played’ various ways they could question and resist these practices. After each ‘rehearsal’, the farmers analysed their actions – its limitations and potential obstacles- and then redramatised their course of action.

Although the Bomo project raised a lot of issues on the modes of Practices of Theatre For Development, my intention here is not to examine the Bomo workshop into detail but take a critical look at the Samaru Community projects in that they marked the beginning of the study of the form in West Africa which was later to affect the academic programmes in other Universities in West Africa such as the University of Ghana, Legon.

The Samura Community projects(street theatre) in Northern Nigeria were initiated by the ABU Collective in 1980 as part of the study programme for students of Drama at Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, in Nigeria. The projects made it possible for the students to relate to their immediate community, Samaru and surrounding villages. Samaru is a semi-urban village that has a mixed population with inhabitants drawn from all parts of Nigeria. It is close to the Ahmadu Bello University and most of its people work in the university. Samaru, though close to the university, had very few social amenities. The streets were not tarred and highly prone to water-logging during the rains because there were no proper drainage ditches. It was basically a slum. The population in Samaru could be described as hotchpotch. The main objective of the project therefore, was to relate to Samaru by taking performances to them. The ABU Collective believed that drama was not meant only for the elite in the university but also for the generality of the people whether literate or illiterate. They also wanted to refute the belief widely held by the students that the illiterate were incapable of appreciating drama.

In his article, ‘The Points Of Divergence In The Samaru Project’,  Oga Abah, one of the initiators of the project, states that :

The project is interested in raising social and political consciousness. It is interested in the social conditions of the life of the urban masses; discuss these social issues with the people and in play  form as well. The discussion and the plays are intended to lead to the understanding of the politics which shape and sustain the social structures.

The Samaru project followed a model similar to that of Laedza Batanani but different in content and approach. The steps used were:

1. Research

2. Analysis and Scenario Development

3. Improvisation/Performance

4. Evaluation.

The research was undertaken mainly by the students who went into the village to talk to the people so that they could gather information about the problems of the Samaru dwellers. The students made several trips to the village in order to be able to get a clear picture of the situation. The exercise of information gathering allowed the students to get into close contact with the people. By so doing, the students integrated with the people and shared experiences.

The analysis of the data collected was the next step and this was done by the students alone. It now attained an academic dimension which detached the people from it. This analysis was the way the students saw and understood the issues and as such it must be noted that the project lost the people’s perspective at that point.

Again  Oga Abah observes that:

If the dominant and worrying issues are to be identified and explored in greater detail for complexities and relationships to be revealed then there is something missing. For how can the project hope to explore complexities and relationships in the absence of the people whose problems we are dealing with? The result of all this is that the aim of forging interaction and integration is still-born.

Under the supervision of the drama tutors the plays were improvised based on the research work and shown to the community. In the process of the play creation, the tutors put emphasis on the technique of play-making: characterisation, developing relationships, exploring ironies and their significance in exposing issues. The success of the project in terms of how well the students understood the process of improvising plays was tested in the final performance which took place in Samaru. The plays were done in the Hausa language or in pidgin and were performed in the streets of Samaru. Hence Street Theatre. At first the performances tended to attract only children but when the seriousness of the plays’ themes were established adults attended in large numbers.

Four plays were improvised in the 1983/84 academic year and there was a total of seven performances. One of the plays focused on the problem of water shortage in Samaru. In performance the play worked well and raised a lot of questions. When the basic argument was raised and established, the actors dissolved the acting area and merged into the audience and started to discuss the issue with everyone. The discussions raised a lot of questions from the audience. For example on the water shortage matter, one youth in the audience was worried about why  the students would perform plays about water scarcity and go back to the campus to swim in the pool whose water could be sufficient for all the village dwellers.

The Samaru projects had some weaknesses. It did not achieve full participation due to many reasons. The students regarded community theatre projects as a purely academic exercise, as a partial qualifier for the award of a degree. The workers in Samaru, for their part, had mixed feelings about the students and their academic disciplines.

Although the response of the audience in Samaru later, clearly indicated an enthusiasm and  desire for  this sort of street theatre, the project actually alienated the people whose problems were being dealt with from the process due to its academic and elitist orientation. It did not involve the Samaru people beyond getting information from them. The focus was on how well the students understood and demonstrated  the techniques of improvisation rather than on how well the plays talked about and reflected the peoples’ problems. However, the importance of the project as an academic exercise was made evident in its interest for social investigation  which brought students and the Samaru inhabitants together. At the end,  awareness on two levels was created: The students confronted their prejudices; and the inhabitants began to see the interrelated  complexities of their problems.

� Lakoju T, ‘Theory And Practice: The Legacy Of Boal’ Na We, Journal Of The Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1992, p16.


� Kerr D, African Popular Theatre, James Curry, 1995, p163


� Abah O, ‘The Points Of Divergence In The Samaru Project’, A Paper Presented At The Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigerian, 1984, p3


� Abah O, ‘The Points Of Divergence In The Samaru Project’, A Paper Presented At The Ahmadu Bello University, 1984, p4.





