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Abstract: The article focuses on the practices of the Theatre of the Oppressed (TO) in the struggle to trans-
form the local context and power relations in the communities of Rio de Janeiro through the ethnography of 
a journey with the MareMoTO group.  Specifically, the ethnography seeks to understand how dialogic rela-
tionships take place from a Freirean perspective and in the production of knowledge within a TO group. It 
also seeks to explore the power of the TO practice in deepening articulations between formal and non-formal 
educational spaces, which overcome symbolic exclusion and cognitive injustice by proposing other ways of 
producing knowledge, based on polyphonic narratives. To this end, we delve into the intersections of five con-
cepts characteristic of ethnography and Augusto Boal’s pedagogical-political-theatrical practice in order to in-
vestigate how relationships occur in groups and how an open and dialogical relation with alterity, characteristic 
of these collectives, enhances aesthetic-epistemological creations that trigger another understanding of reality 
and ways of transforming it. Based on the observations and analysis of the rehearsals, presentations and 
workshops by MareMoTO, we understand the characteristics that make up TO, such as: the transformation of 
the passive spectator into an active protagonist, the modification of reality through invisible languages, the ex-
pansion of synesthetic dialogue, the decentralization of the voice that produces knowledge, the establishment 
of a horizontal space inviting dialogue that proposes transformation at different levels, and the broadening of 
aesthetic production as key to knowledge production.
Keywords: education; ethnography; field research; theatre of the oppressed.

1 Introduction

This work is based on the master’s dissertation by popular educator and researcher 
Igor Federici Trombini which was carried out with the aim of investigating the relationship 
between ethnography in non-formal educational spaces and the pedagogical-political-theat-

1 This article has been translated into english by Alessio Surian.
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rical methodology “Theatre of the Oppressed”, on the basis of fieldwork with the MareMoTO 
theatre group, made up of young people from the Maré favela complex in Rio de Janeiro. 

The article is divided into three parts. The first part addresses the praxis that consti-
tuted the methodology of this research, of an ethnographic nature, with approximations of 
participant observation, interrelating three concepts of this study with the “Theatre of the 
Oppressed”: methodology, addressing local-global relationships; polyphonic narratives; the 
processual nature of phenomena, discussing works by Boal (2009, 2013), Bárbara Santos 
(2016), Mattos (2011), Clifford and Marcus (2016) and Castro (2015). 

The second part seeks to understand how dialogic relationships take place in edu-
cational processes based on TO work and what their possible impacts are on educational 
subjects and spaces, reflecting on how both propose forms of knowledge production that 
overcome symbolic exclusion (Xiberras, 1993) and epistemic injustice (de Sousa Santos, 
2007) by taking into considerations the territories, conflicts and subjects that make them up.

Finally, the third part reports on fieldwork with the MareMoTO group, focusing on the 
rehearsals, meetings, performances and workshops held in Rio de Janeiro, with a focus on 
the Complexo da Maré during 2016 and 2017, relating them to the possibilities of creating 
heterotopias (Vannucci; Junqueira; Diniz, 2021) and short circuits (Deleuze, 2013) in educa-
tional spaces, capable of oxygenating them and proposing other forms of dialogue: synes-
thetic, dialogical and transgressive.

This work is inspired by Boal (2009) who says that “one of the main functions of Art is to 
reveal, make sensitive and conscious those everyday theatrical rituals, spectacles that go un-
noticed, even though they are potent forms of domination” (Boal, 2009, p. 141). Forum theatre 
is a good way of understanding works of art as vehicles capable of articulating criticism from 
the violent side of society. In Forum-Theatre, the representation of the situation of oppression 
offers an interpretation of what happens in everyday life in the form of a question that has not 
been answered: the question is put to the audience so that they can guide the path that the 
narration can take, thus becoming co-authors of the play (Sanctum, 2012, p. 50).

2 Methodological approaches between Theatre of the Oppressed and Ethnography

Since methodology is a form of structuring abstractions, and since it leads the reader 
down the paths travelled by the researcher, it is important to examine the construction of this 
methodological process at the outset. As well as describing the methodology chosen for this 
work, we also intend to reflect on the issues that arose during the fieldwork, in relation to the 
Theatre of the Oppressed (TO) and studies on ethnography “ which, rather than being seen 
as a way of accessing the other, redirects the reader to the way in which the ethnographer 
seeks to describe, in his fantasy of reality, the other” (Clifford; Marcus, 1986, p. 9).
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Here we describe the intersections between ethnography and OT, bringing three con-
cepts developed by Boal (2009; 2013) and further developed by Bárbara Santos (2016) 
to describe the pedagogical-political-theatrical methodology, and three others proposed by 
Mattos (2011) and Erickson (2004) to portray ethnography in education. 

The local and the universal – In ethnography, the individual has singular value. This is 
the basis for ethnographic research in both anthropology and education. Based on his work 
with the Arawete people, Viveiros de Castro (1986) perceived a range of forms of kinship, 
perspectivism, cosmology and warfare, which “did not try to explain the world of others but 
allowed us to multiply our world” (Castro, 2015, p. 231). The holistic vision that the author 
established with these concepts was only possible through the study of a specific people. 
The broadening of Western perspectives on these features of social organization was only 
possible through the specific analysis of a singular people. The particular broadened the 
universal, not by universalizing the singular, but by creating a broader perspective rich in 
terms of diverse possibilities.

When Mattos (2011, p. 103) studies images of exclusion in the classroom, she focus-
es on a specific class, the class of teacher Leonora at the São Sebastião School (fictitious 
names). The conclusions about teachers’ control and authoritarianism in the classroom are 
based on a specific study, with a particular teacher and class, which makes it possible to 
extend the results to a whole school. The point is not to generalize the conclusions by indi-
cating that classrooms in all public schools in Rio de Janeiro display these behaviors, but 
to universalize these results based on a constant, by showing that this behavior exists re-
currently in the educational system and that it generates the same result in all these spaces 
where it occurs: school failure.

What stands out about extending particular cases to macro-social contexts is the 
possibility of finding recurring cases in different spaces and at different times, which have 
a procedural relationship and very similar results. The power of studying different particular 
cases ethnographically is that the diversity of situations analysed can provide more textured 
and in-depth understandings. 

Similarly, in order to understand how social oppression is structured, what causes 
it, what drives it, what makes it last over time, what its social, economic and psychological 
impacts are, a multiplicity of perspectives on this particular issue is necessary. Analyzing it 
through the eyes of the social sciences will provide a macro-political understanding capable 
of unravelling elements of its structure. Analyzing the same oppression through empirical 
experiences, with subjects who live it in their daily lives, will provide another wide range of 
insights into its forms of structuring, its impacts and its characteristics. The more diverse 
the subjects who elaborate their perspectives on how they experience social oppression, 
the more refined the characterization of it becomes, the more textures will form in the com-
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position that aims to understand it. In this way, ethnography and education seek the sub-
ject-object dialectic, epistemological constructions that structure a complex and profound 
panorama of what they intend to unveil (Mattos, 2011, p. 44).

Boal (2009), when presenting the concept of asceticism in the process of construct-
ing Forum Theatre plays, follows a similar line of methodology adopted by this segment of 
ethnography: 

Like the filmmaker’s camera, which, when it moves away from the centric point of the 
object being filmed, includes elements that surround it, so too, in a particular conflict, we 
must not descend to its singularities, conjunctural, but ascend to the structural: from the 
phenomenon to the law that governs it, to its causes - Rising! (Boal, 2009, p. 189).

According to Bárbara Santos (2016, p.199), the process of rising  “consists of giving 
visibility to the macrostructure that is often masked, covered up in the microcosm of every-
day life”. This process takes place during the dramaturgical creation stages of a play, where, 
through a particular story or the composition of multiple stories, a social oppression expe-
rienced by the members of that group will be portrayed. The process of rising is dialectical, 
both on the part of the group staging it and on the part of the spect-actors and spect-ac-
tresses2 who will watch the play. The former, by creating, staging, narrating and listening to 
oppressions similar to those they have experienced, deepen their understanding, not just 
as a phenomenon experienced individually, but as a recurring fact, socially constructed and 
structured. It is from the contradictions that emerge in the specificities of each story that they 
begin to understand the complexity of these social problems. 

In the same way, when spect-actors and actresses take part in a Forum Theatre ses-
sion or workshop3, they are invited to think about possible solutions to the oppression that 
has been presented, left open in this dramaturgy, without an answer as to how to solve it. 
From there, the spect-actors and actresses enter the scene with ideas, embodied through 
their bodies and perspectives to deepen dialogues and concrete propositions on how to re-
solve that oppression. The dramaturgical elaboration resulting from each spect-actor’s or ac-
tress’s proposal is the synthesis of the dialogical process of each social oppression staged, 
which will then be elaborated again with the proposal of the next spect-actor or actress, who 

2 Spect-actors and actresses are the spectators in the theatre of the oppressed, but because they have an 
active role in creating strategies that resolve the oppressions dramaturgically staged, they are given this 
name in the methodology.

3 Forum theatre is one of the techniques that make up the TO methodology, in which a dramaturgy is 
presented that portrays a social oppression that the group performing it doesn’t know how to resolve. Thus, 
following the technique’s dramaturgy (Boal, 1975), it opens up a question, as yet unanswered, and offers 
the stage space for the spect-actors and actresses to enter the scene and theatrically devise strategies for 
overcoming it.
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begins their scenic proposal after extensive mediated dialogue about the intervention just 
presented. This is the process that Konder (1981, p.12) calls dialectical overcoming, which 
is “simultaneously the negation of a given reality, the conservation of something essential 
that exists in this negated reality and the elevation of it to a higher level”. Each scene or 
piece of Forum Theatre created is a pedagogical-political-theatrical invitation for a joint elab-
oration, for a production of meanings shared by this particular group, but which starts from 
the particular, from a history experienced in a specific territory.

By oppression, Boal (2009) means any act that prevents the development of citizens’ 
aesthetic and cognitive capacities. Boal’s aesthetics of the oppressed (2009), in turn, refers 
to the techniques developed to resist epistemic injustice and promote democratic freedom.

In order for this oppression to be understood in its macrostructure, it is necessary to 
work on analogies and specificities. These are elements that indicate the recurrence of op-
pression, where it becomes clear that a particular history is perversely legitimised in different 
spaces and situations. Forum theatre is not used to analyse a specific problem of a certain 
person; the point is to understand the social implications that influence and determine rela-
tionships based on this individual history (Santos, 2016).

Aníbal Quijano (2001) shows that colonial exploitation is legitimized by a colonial 
imaginary that establishes immeasurable differences between the colonizer and the colo-
nized. Notions of race and culture function as taxonomic devices that generate opposing 
identities. For the author there is “nothing less rational than the claim that the specific world-
view of an ethnicity to be imposed as the universal rationality, even if that ethnicity is called 
Western Europe. For this is, in fact, claiming for a provincialism the title of universality” (Qui-
jano, 2001, p. 43, our translation).

Thus, studying the local case in order to understand its universality is the origin of 
both the ethnographic study and the staging and presentation of a theatre-forum play. Both 
aim to unveil socio-cultural complexities, and to do so they see the singularities of specific 
situations as the basis for understanding and dialogue on the proposed theme. 

The “history of knowledge is also geo-culturally marked, it has value, color and place 
of origin” (Walsh, 2004, p. 2 our translation). For authors such as Walter Mignolo (2005), 
there is an urgent need for practices to challenge the very concept of knowledge, establish-
ing epistemological links between geo-historical sites and theoretical production. 

For example, in the collection organized by Clifford and Marcus (2016), Coelho says that. 

The intellectual effort of the texts of ‘the writing of culture’ could be defined, in its 
essence, as a project to endow the ethnographic text with its own visibility. Instead 
of attributing to it a “transparent” quality, of taking it as a way of access to the culture 
of the “other” whose best chance of success would reside, precisely, in its opacity, 
the authors of this collection redirect the reader’s gaze to the text itself, to the way in 
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which the ethnographer seeks to describe, in his “fantasy of objectivity”, the “other” 
object of his research (Coelho, 2016, p. 8-9)

That is, assuming his identity, the author would write from what would be an attempt, 
a “fantasy of objectivity,” for facts that compose an “other subjectivity.” It was no longer 
about the prerogative of “giving voice to the other.”  It is a biologically, socially, and culturally 
impossible fact since this other has always had it, has always been understood by its social 
group, and has always constructed sets of meanings based on its voice, which was only not 
legitimized by a hegemonic culture and economy, therefore, invisible. At this point, the field 
of ethnographic study began to give importance to the multiplicity of voices, understanding 
that even this network of perspectives would not bring a truth, a totality of what was nar-
rated, but an amplified vision, a deeper and more complex portion of what was proposed 
to be studied. This ethnography would no longer be based on the passivity of listening and 
the reciprocity of speaking, it “replaces the monologue with dialogue, provokes an aesthetic 
integration so that there is no alienation from everyday life” (Tyler, 2016, p. 204).In other 
words, assuming his identity, the author would write from what would be an attempt, a “fan-
tasy of objectivity,” for facts that compose an other subjectivity. It was no longer about the 
prerogative of giving voice to the other. It is a biologically, socially, and culturally impossible 
fact because this other has always existed, has always been understood by its social group, 
and has always constructed sets of meanings based on its voice. This voice, however, has 
never been legitimized by a hegemonic culture and economy, and is therefore invisible. At 
this point, the field of ethnographic study began to give importance to the multiplicity of voic-
es, understanding that even this network of perspectives would not bring a truth, a totality 
of what was narrated, but an amplified vision, a deeper and more complex portion of what 
was proposed to be studied. This ethnography would no longer be based on the passivity 
of listening and the reciprocity of speaking; it “replaces the monologue with dialogue and 
provokes an aesthetic integration so that there is no alienation from everyday life” (Tyler, 
2016, p. 204).

It is therefore essential to delve deeper into reflections on the importance of polyph-
ony in academic work. Marcus (2016, p. 268) defends the idea of ethnographic writing “de-
signed for the reciprocity of perspectives, for the dialogical context for the incorporation of 
multiple authorial voices into a text controlled by a single author”. This is also what de Sousa 
Santos says when he says that we don’t have modern solutions to the modern problems 
we face and that for this “it is not simply new knowledge that we need, but a new model of 
knowledge production” (de Sousa Santos, 2005, p. 21). To this end, he suggests that we 
overcome indolent reason, so that we can dialogue with “the inexhaustible epistemological 
diversity of the world” and so that we don’t “create reductionist categories” (de Sousa San-
tos, 2005, p. 25).
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From here we seek to understand how narratives about the production of knowledge 
and the concept of culture have been constructed. At the end of the 1980s, Hall defined 
culture as ‘the real, solid ground of the practices, representations, languages and customs 
of any particular historical society  contradictory forms of common sense that take root in 
popular life and help to mould it’ (Hall, 1986, p.26). Willis (1977) also proposed the impos-
sibility of defining culture separately from the rest of social life, so that politics, economics, 
the erotic, the social and the ideological should be studied in relation to each other in order 
to understand it as a whole form of life. On the other hand, these anthropologists, who were 
looking for different ways to talk about the ‘Other’ and their cultures, announced the need to 
study the deconstruction of the concept of culture, since this, in guiding research, often pro-
duced generalisations and typifications that led to the creation of constant illusions (Clifford; 
Marcus, 2016, p.16). 

Similarly, in his studies on ethnography and education, Mattos (2011) emphasises 
the importance of polyphony for the construction of a web of meanings in the quest to unveil 
the culture being studied, while at the same time warning of the risks of this questioning of 
ethnographic authority having diverted attention from a previously relevant theme in ethno-
graphic questioning, which focused on the theory versus practice controversy (Mattos, 2011, 
p. 28), which investigated how these multiple voices could seriously impact the quality of 
ethnographic research in education.

In this way, thinking about counter-hegemonic forms of knowledge production today 
is necessary in different spaces for learning and interlocution of knowledge, where multiple 
voices make up an epistemological diversity capable of overcoming cognitive injustice and 
the social injustices that result from it. The “Theatre of the Oppressed” appears in this sense 
as a methodology that proposes the reappropriation by the oppressed of the production of 
culture and meanings against hegemony.

With regard to the concept of polyphony and plurality of perspectives discussed above, 
Castro argues that “the world is made up of a multiplicity of points of view: all existents are 
potential centres of intentionality, which apprehend other existents according to their own 
respective characteristics or powers” (2015, p. 180). At TO, when we talk about the democ-
ratization of the means of artistic production (Boal, 2013) as a fundamental human right, we 
use a principle similar to that of ethnographic polyphony. Its praxis is present not only in the 
creation of TO plays with grassroots groups, who tell their stories and their perspectives on 
this story. It is also present in Forum Theatre performances, where the groups address a 
social problem that impacts them, without offering a closed answer to it, but on the contrary, 
posing a question to the spect-actors. It is these subjects who, after watching the play, will 
leave the usual place of passivity found in the ranks of traditional theatre to establish a new 
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kind of behaviour in this social space, where after a process of reflection and dialogue, they 
will intervene on stage.

The construction of the polyphonic narrative in TO needs to be divided into two dis-
tinct moments. The first is the composition of the Forum Theatre piece, which has poly-
phonic characteristics as the essence of its work. To understand this, we cannot reduce the 
concept of polyphony to simply collective speech/writing. It is necessary to unravel some 
aspects of this narrative proposal in order to see its potential.

Tyler (2016, p. 201) describes polyphony as a “better metaphor for the ethnographic 
text because it evokes sound, listening, simultaneity and harmony” rather than linearity. The 
Forum Theatre play is a better metaphor for representing social oppression than a traditional 
play or other one-dimensional narrative because it is composed of a tangle of meanings, 
created over a long period of time, which involves individual speech as well as collective 
listening to build a group vision step by step. It involves simultaneity not only in the subjects, 
who have both speaking and listening roles, but also the simultaneity of different meanings 
in the poetic construction of a social reality. 

Because it is broad, theater is a “better metaphor.” It dialogues and recreates itself on 
a symbolic thought as well as on a sensitive thought, which Boal defines as being the first, a 
poetic thought of language, and the second, an aesthetic thought of language (Boal, 2009, 
p. 40). Through these thoughts, together, a subject expresses himself in an aesthetic and 
dialogical way. Dialoguing through her own senses and with other subjects that make up the 
collective in which she participates, she develops a polyphonic language.

Polyphony also presents another element, described by Fisher (2016, p. 308) as “the 
subversive potential of alternative perspectives ‘of minorities’ in relation to tacit assumptions 
of dominant ideologies” that are fundamental to creating a more “realistic, nuanced and 
structured” ethnography (Fisher, 2016, p. 308). Presenting alternative perspectives is an 
inseparable factor in the narrative construction of the “Theater of the Oppressed”. When the 
Marias do Brasil group, made up exclusively of domestic workers, debate through theatre 
the need for them to have a formal contract and basic rights, they demonstrate the possibility 
of “the performativity of the feminine pointing to the construction of everyday characters in 
bodies that have historically been distorted and shaped by the social invisibility of domestic 
work” (Fisher, 2016, p. 97). Theatrical polyphony is significant here because no ethnogra-
pher could narrate the story of these women with such power, since the only possible narra-
tive that encompasses so many textures of this tangle of social, professional and personal 
life will be composed exclusively by the protagonists who have experienced this path, which 
is transformed through theatrical language into polyphonic dialogue.

This is the second moment in which we distinguish polyphony in the Theatre of the Op-
pressed. The dialogue proposed through Forum-Theatre has a different polyphonic narrative 
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construction, with many of the consonant items that have been described so far, but with some 
singularities. What we want to emphasize at this point is what Fisher (2016) describes as bi-
focality or reciprocity of perspectives. This is the ideal that anthropology has always aimed for 
of “seeing others against the backdrop of us, and ourselves against the backdrop of others” 
(Fisher, 2016, p. 277), as a juxtaposition of perspectives that doesn’t just come from one side 
(the researcher) but is reciprocal and includes the perspective of the researched. 

In Forum-Theatre, when the performance is over, a dialogical reflection is encour-
aged with the spect-actors and actresses. At this point, the staged reality is being problema-
tized. The points that constitute that oppression are raised and a parallel with the reality 
experienced by that specific audience is placed in collision with what was presented during 
the play. During this process, the spect-actors and actresses are invited not only to reflect 
on the dramaturgy being staged, but to suggest strategies for overcoming this social oppres-
sion, which will not be described by the spect-actor but staged. During this process, there is 
a constant and dynamic reciprocity of perspectives, since the audience does not play a spe-
cific role in ‘interpreting’ the story presented. Their perspective is requested, it is necessary 
for there to be an effective forum. The very etymology of the term (forum) is an invitation to 
debate. In this way, the popular group presents a discourse, which is essentially composed 
of a question. “We live in this reality, we don’t know how to overcome it, what do you sug-
gest?”. At this point, the composition of that forum will require the narrative reciprocity of the 
spect-actors and actresses. With their proposals, they will create a complementary narrative 
to that problem, which after each intervention (there are at least three per forum), will under-
go a new dialogical analysis by the other spect-actors and actresses. The aim here is not to 
reach a conclusion, a specific solution to that oppression, but to work on discussing the need 
to act in the face of that reality. And therein lies the continuous and reciprocal educational 
process between the TO group and the spect-actors and actresses. 

With regard to the processual nature of phenomena – Ethnographic methodology has 
certain specificities that differentiate it from other research methodologies. Among them, the 
search for procedural phenomena is perhaps the most important. Ethnography is interested 
in investigating the variations of a given experience and the relationship between these vari-
ations and the variations of macro-social contexts (Mattos, 2011, p. 28). To do this, it moves 
away from the premise used by other methodologies and looks at the causes of the social 
phenomena it studies, moving into another perspective, one that will allow us to understand 
how these facts, phenomena and experiences happen, and what their pattern of recurrence 
is, how it connects with the socio-cultural context in which it occurs, how it develops and 
relates to other social groups.

This is why we believe that processual rather than causal phenomena are the basis 
of ethnographic work. Not just because it seeks out the logic of the processes of the social 
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relations it studies, but because the ritual in which ethnographic research itself takes place 
has a different logic. The process, both of research and of the phenomenon studied, is dia-
lectical and is concerned with the totality of the problem. Thus, assuming the dynamic nature 
of ethnographic research is also part of understanding it. This dynamism is basically made 
up of the constant variation in the ways in which the subjects experience the events they 
take part in, as well as the varying meanings they give to these events over time. 

As ethnography is based on everyday relationships and these happen spontaneous-
ly, it becomes untenable to seek a viewpoint that does not accompany this process. Oliveira 
(2009, p. 94), inspired by Canevacci, reports that there is a need to “approach and live with 
chaos as a platform for expanding knowledge”. Thus, the procedural relationships of the 
methodology follow the same dynamics as the everyday life that is to be studied. 

Like ethnographic research, TO creations are based on the search for the procedural 
nature of facts. Through this symbolic language, the aim is to understand how relations of 
oppression occur in the lives of oppressed subjects. Their causes are studied by the group, 
mainly as a basis for researching and putting together plays that dialogue about the oppres-
sion reported, but the main quest is to understand how they occur, how they are structured, 
how they impact on those subjects and, above all, how it is possible to transform them. 

The methodology doesn’t just aim to find out what the possible solutions are, but how 
they might develop, what partnerships are needed for them to become “concrete and ongoing 
actions” (Santos, 2016, p. 192) and how social subjects can be mobilized to work together to 
overcome these social structures. This stems from the theoretical field of TO. In practice, we 
also see a lively and intense procedural logic. The private stories that underpin the creation of 
plays are a small part of what is shared and built collectively in these meetings. The relation-
ship between the individuals who make up the groups goes beyond the search for a language 
to express themselves. The nature of OT is procedural because, being aesthetic, it is a “re-
lationship between subject and object that produces knowledge” (Santos, 2016, p. 298). It is 
in this relationship that its logic of movement takes place. The various games and exercises 
of TO enhance this relationship between subject (oppressed) and object (oppression). This 
logic is inseparable from the everyday power that makes up the lives of these people. In this 
way, it is unthinkable not to consider that “every everyday life can be considered a work of art” 
(Maffessoli, 1996. p. 148). Daily life is lived, experienced and re-signified all the time by these 
individuals, and there is no way that there is no creative impulse in this process of creation and 
living together. The shared production of knowledge has a unique logic. The other here is not 
the object, but the subject of research and creation. It is from the relationship that exists within 
these spaces and groups that the work developed provides a fertile environment prone to the 
production of knowledge, inherent to a language that only happens effectively when different 
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perspectives and knowledge clash and complement each other, and are perceived as funda-
mental to aesthetic, pedagogical and cultural creation.

3 Theatre of the Oppressed and epistemological ‘gaps’ 

The “Theatre of the Oppressed”, the pedagogical-political-theatrical methodology on 
which this work focuses, was developed by Brazilian theatrical artist Augusto Boal in the 
mid-1950s, when he was still director of the Arena Theatre in São Paulo. Its development 
is based primarily on his praxis as a director in the capital of São Paulo, his practice and 
research based on political and popular theatre (Costa, 2016) and stems from the group’s 
confrontations in the search for a Brazilian theatrical aesthetic, followed by the need it per-
ceives to dialogue theatrically with the Brazilian people (Boal, 2013).

The process of developing the methodology took place over decades and has character-
istics that intersect with the development of Freirian popular education, which in the same period 
(the late 1950s and early 1960s) travelled through the interior of Brazil in processes of literacy for 
young people and adults and raising awareness among the population through artistic, educa-
tional and cultural mobilization organized by the Popular Culture Movement (MCP), the National 
Union of Students (UNE) and the Cnbb (National Conference of Bishops of Brazil).

Thus, looking at the roots of TO, but especially the processes of developing its method-
ology, one realizes that it was created from practical experiences, from confrontation, it was re-
thought theoretically and methodologically, always based on the facts that happened as a result 
of its application. This led to the structuring of three concepts that are central to its understand-
ing, which are intrinsically linked to Freire’s methodology: 1) In the Theatre of the Oppressed, the 
content of the plays must always be based on the grammar of the oppressed. In other words, 
it is based on real stories, lived by oppressed subjects, who, with the aim of seeking ways to 
overcome these social oppressions, dramatize what they have experienced, formulating their 
perceptions of how they are structured and how they should be confronted; 2) These stories 
are staged together with other subjects who are experiencing the same social oppression, who 
sometimes share histories, territories, communities and, of course, these oppressions. Every-
one has the right to participate in this aesthetic-theatrical dialogue. They have the right to elab-
orate their versions of what they live and think, starting from their place in society, and 3) A es-
thetic-theatrical participation cannot be passive, nor can it only take place verbally, maintaining 
the pre-established distance between actors and spectators. It needs to be active. Subjects can 
and must take to the stage, which in turn must remain a democratic space, open for other voices, 
aesthetics and bodies to express themselves through their plural narratives.

The Symbolic exclusion and cognitive injustice based on these initial elements, it 
is possible to say that we perceive this pedagogical-political-theatrical methodology as a 
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counter-hegemonic form of knowledge production that enables new educational arrange-
ments and other spaces for knowledge production. These other forms sometimes intersect 
with formal educational spaces and in these intersections, they bring to light mechanisms of 
symbolic exclusion (Xiberras, 1993) present in educational spaces that are closely associat-
ed with the development of cognitive injustice (de Sousa Santos, 2007).

According to Martine Xiberras, symbolic exclusion happens through the establishment 
of normative values or the disruption of marginalized values, marginalizable from an ethno-
centric perspective, through the rupture of meanings, through “stigmatizing world represen-
tations, through denial or ignorance, through collective anguish or atavistic hatred” (Xiberras, 
1996, p. 22). In education, as we mentioned earlier, this manifests itself in a variety of ways. 

When possibilities for overcoming symbolic exclusion are brought up, there is talk of 
structured forms that guarantee the inclusion of other knowledge, behaviors, everyday life 
and oppressions in learning spaces and the production of knowledge. These forms move to-
wards reducing the fundamental aspect of exclusion, which is social injustice, which in turn, 
according to de Sousa Santos (2007), can only be overcome as epistemic injustice.

In developing this concept, de Sousa Santos (2007), argues that economic and cul-
tural relations in the West are still structured on the ‘abyssal’ cartographic relations that sep-
arated the old and new worlds in the colonial period. In this way, he argues that social injus-
tice is closely related to cognitive injustice and that both can only be overcome through the 
construction of post-abyssal thinking. When he talks about abyssal, the author is referring 
to an abyss that separates two incommunicable worlds. On one side is what is legitimate, 
real, scientific, tangible, explainable, rational, while what is on the other side is considered 
non-existent, and as the author puts it, “non-existence means not existing in any way that is 
relevant or comprehensible. Everything that is produced as non-existent is radically exclud-
ed because it remains outside the universe that the very concept of inclusion considers to be 
other” (de Sousa Santos, 2007, p. 1). In abyssal thinking, the co-presence of the two sides 
of the abyss is not conceivable, while what is on this side is legitimized by the exhaustion 
of the relevant reality, what is on the other side only remains “non-existence, invisibility and 
non-dialectical absence” (de Sousa Santos, 2007, p.1).

Thus, when we think about the ways in which knowledge is produced and legitimized 
in modern societies, we are faced with an eradication of what is different. It’s not just about 
separation, the marginalization of other perspectives, but about “the capacity to produce and 
radicalize distinctions” (de Sousa Santos, 2007, p. 2). It’s not just about showing difference, 
or even hierarchizing it, but transforming difference into inequality, in such an extreme way 
that what is below in the hierarchization is below the visible, buried. 

It’s important to emphasize that in this epistemological conception, what is ‘on this 
side’ is granted epistemological sovereignty over other knowledge considered to be alterna-
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tive, and even with the disputes that exist between different areas of knowledge (science, 
theology and philosophy) they are all on this side of the abyss. Even though there is a huge 
gap between what is considered science and philosophy and theology, they are all consid-
ered to be producers of knowledge and are legitimized. Meanwhile, there is a range of other 
epistemologies that are on the other side, the invisible side, the submerged side. These are 
the “popular, lay, commoner, peasant and indigenous knowledges  that lie beyond the uni-
verse of true and false” (de Sousa Santos, 2007, p. 3 e 4). 

On the other side there is no real knowledge; there are beliefs, opinions, magic, 
idolatry, intuitive or subjective understandings, which at best can become the object 
or raw material of scientific investigations.  knowledge is rendered incommensurable 
and incomprehensible because it obeys neither the scientific criteria of truth nor the 
criteria of knowledge recognized as alternative. (de Sousa Santos, 2007, p. 4). 

Thus, it is understood that social exclusion is not only linked to structural issues, 
present in the economic, educational and labor sectors, related to the right to land, health, 
transport and decent housing, but also directly affects the ways in which knowledge is pro-
duced. Thinking not just about other forms of knowledge, but about other ways of producing 
knowledge (de Sousa Santos, 2007) is essential for overcoming cognitive injustice. Ways 
that make it possible to see other worlds, other perspectives, other grammars, expressions 
and languages that can bring out what has been submerged since colonial times, and which 
has only exacerbated the vast social, economic and epistemological inequality, establishing 
a system of profound exclusion.

Although the concept of exclusion is understood from a number of different perspec-
tives, there is a common understanding in many of them that we are talking about subjects 
who are pushed out of the material and/or symbolic market of a set of certain values stipulat-
ed by a given society (Xiberras, 1996). According to Wanderley (2014, p.18), the “excluded 
are not simply physically, geographically or materially rejected. Not only from the market and 
its exchanges, but  their values are not recognized, in other words, there is also a cultural 
exclusion”. In other words, when we use the term exclusion, as ambiguous and polysemic 
as it may be, we are referring to subjects who are on the margins, on the outside, not be-
longing to a certain group or space where those who are included would be, who conform to 
the characteristics, rules and agreements for their acceptance, in other words, they have all 
the conditions that make them belong.

Although there has already been a deep and diverse study of the concept of exclusion in 
the field of education, it is essential to lay some foundations here so that we can think about the 
different ways in which it materializes and how informal and non-formal spaces for the produc-
tion of knowledge and education can overflow into formal spaces, oxygenating relationships and 
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boosting reflections on alternatives for an education that can bring criticality to these invisibilities, 
with the aim of problematizing, decoding and understanding them in order to overcome them.

Material exclusion and symbolic exclusion manifest themselves in society in various 
spaces, whether institutionalized or not. It manifests itself through holes in the social fabric, 
which precisely because of its structuring logic generates the social symptom of exclusion. 
However, this research has shown that non-formal education spaces and practices, when in 
dialogue with formal spaces, have the capacity to propose possibilities for overcoming both 
these symbolic exclusions and cognitive injustices, mainly because they bring other per-
spectives, other aesthetics than the hegemonic ones. In fact, it doesn’t consist of ‘bringing 
in’, since these ‘other’ perspectives, looks and aesthetics were already present in formal ed-
ucational spaces, impregnated in the bodies, behaviors and expressions that pass through 
them. But in these intersections, it is possible to see a reinforcement of the process of dis-
invibilisation, that is, the intentional action of making purposefully invisible practices visible 
(de Sousa Santos, 2003), expanding understandings of the world and making it possible for 
other ways of producing meanings to be not only allowed, but empowered. 

4 Encharcado – MareMoTO and the multiplication of the methodology 

The Centre for Theatre of the Oppressed (TO) was created in 1985 and its first proj-
ect in the Maré complex was set up in 2004 (Santos, 2017). The Theatre of the Oppressed 
Group (GTO) MareMoTO was formed in September 2014 as part of the Theatre of the Op-
pressed in Maré project, carried out by the TO. The project lasted two years (between pub-
licising the project and setting up the groups) and resulted in the formation of three GTOs, 
with the participation of 35 young people, who in this period totalled more than 1,500 hours 
of workshops in theatre, music, digital culture, set design, costume design and 85 perfor-
mances in schools, theatres, institutions and public spaces.

MareMoTO was one of three groups formed (the other two were Maré 12 and Marear), 
organised territorially according to the proximity of the members’ homes. At the beginning (2014), 
the group was made up of fifteen young people aged between 15 and 19, residents of the Com-
plexo da Maré, and held weekly rehearsals on Saturdays in the shed of the Museu da Maré. At 
the end of 2014 and 2015, the group, which at the time had Flávio Sanctum and Claudete Félix, 
former members of the TO, as its “Curinga”4, dedicated itself to working on some of the basic 
concepts of TO, carrying out games and exercises that make up the methodology, and propos-
ing listening spaces to understand what themes the group would like to work on using the meth-

4 Curinga is the term used in TO to indicate the person who mediates in the forum theatre between the play 
and the actors and actresses. It is also the person who, during the meetings/rehearsals of the TO groups, 
leads the rehearsals, proposes games and exercises, articulates the sharing of stories, indicates possible 
modifications to the play. The Curinga takes the role of popular educator, director and playwright.
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odology. They then went on to create the dramaturgy that would give rise to the group’s first play 
(A Marcha de uma Borboleta), a play that centered on gender issues within the Favela da Maré.

When this research began in 2016, a new “curinga” took over work with the group. 
This “curinga” was a young woman in her thirties, who had worked in different Latin American 
countries and was closer to the discussions and themes proposed by the young people in 
MareMoTO. The group, in turn, remained a partner of the CTO, but without an institutional link. 

At the end of the year, the group applied for the PAT (Territorial Autonomy Plan), a call for 
proposals designed to financially support 48 projects in the twelve territories where the Caminho 
Melhor Jovem (CMJ) project operates. Each project was awarded RS15,000.00 for performanc-
es, samples, exhibitions or workshops related to each group’s area of cultural and educational 
activity. CMJ was a public policy of the State of Rio de Janeiro, managed since 2015 by the 
Secretariat for Sport, Leisure and Youth (SEELJ) and funded by the IDB (Inter-American Devel-
opment Bank), which aimed to work on personal and professional development through direct 
and participatory dialogue with young people living in areas with Police Pacification Units (UPP) 
or in the process of being pacified, working in fifteen favelas on Rio de Janeiro.

Figure. MareMoTO after rehearsal on 10/08//2016.

Fonte: Paula Castellsagué (2016)

There were a number of criticisms related to projects that were in some way linked to 
the UPPs, a government programme widely criticized by residents of Maré and other favelas 
in Rio de Janeiro, including by MareMoTO participants, mainly because of the lack of dia-
logue between the state and local populations, directly impacted by the pacification project, 
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and also because of the expansion of the truculent and arbitrary actions of the military police 
in the favelas where it was being implemented. 

MareMoTO’s proposal in this call for proposals was to hold workshops to multiply 
TO in spaces for the production of culture and knowledge in Maré, for young people aged 
between 15 and 29, reflecting on aspects of oppression present in the Complexo de Favel-
as da Maré, where they studied and lived, based on aesthetic dialogues proposed through 
theatrical exercises and games. Four workshops were held as part of the project covered by 
this PAT call, but here we will focus on one of them, in order to deepen the discussions trig-
gered by this intervention and to discuss the educational possibilities and the production of 
meaning and knowledge from working with this pedagogical-political-theatrical methodology 
in formal educational spaces. 

The multiplication workshop in question took place on a Monday, 21 November, at the 
Vianinha State College (fictitious name). The workshop was planned to last approximately 
three hours, from 9am to midday. This week, the students were in exam week. They took 
their exams from 7.30am until 9am and then, as they couldn’t be released before midday, 
they stayed on the court taking part in the activities that the coordinators had proposed for 
the week, which was celebrating Black Awareness Week.

When we arrived, there were around 50 students on the court. They knew there was 
going to be an activity there, but they didn’t really know what it was about. We had dissem-
inated information about the workshop, passed on a description to the school coordinators, 
but apparently the students who were there were there by chance. It was 9am and we start-
ed talking to the group of students to understand why they were there. After a while, when 
we realized that most of them weren’t there eagerly awaiting the workshop, we understood 
that starting a conversation about a theatre workshop, Theatre of the Oppressed, wouldn’t 
work, they were talking, playing football, they didn’t want to hear anyone proposing a theatre 
workshop. Let alone talk about the oppressed.

Therefore, the members of MareMoTO got out some instruments used in the group’s 
plays and proposed a game that is used as a warm-up before performances. The game was 
simple. They created a basic rhythm and repeated everyday words (Yes, yes, yes. No, no, 
no). The group spoke the first words and the students responded to the second. In the pro-
posed rhythm. Then, when they were already feeling musical, they added the words bread 
bread bread, and they replied honey, honey, honey. Within this, a musical game is created, 
interspersing the question: yes, no bread, with the students’ answer: no, yes, honey. In 
rhythm. Finally, we add João, João, João, and they answer Luis, Luis, Luis. And then it’s a 
rhythmic, chaotic mess. 

There, there was a point of contact! The group walked in a musical procession around 
the court until they reached a circle in the middle of it, where the group’s jokers talked about 
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the workshop proposal. The workshop took place on the court, which is literally in the centre 
of the school, where most of the classrooms have access, after the staircases, which faced 
the entrance to the canteen, always a busy spot. So, during the workshop, many young 
people passed by, were surprised by the movement, looked around, some were interested 
and asked others what was going on, others were indifferent, and still others were annoyed 
by the occupation of the court, a place where most of them play football and volleyball in 
their free time. 

Some of the students knew the members of MareMoTO, as some of them live in the 
same favela complex. Some of them had already seen the group’s presentations, so in a 
short time most of the workshop participants were already at ease, seemingly calmer after 
that day of tests. Because they explained from the outset that the group originated in Maré, 
there was great interest in better understanding who they were. They weren’t ‘outsiders’ 
coming to do an activity to occupy their free time during this week of exams. They were 
young black men and women just like them, coming to talk about theatre, which, as one 
member of MareMoTO said, “starts from real life, from stories from your lives”, and prob-
lematizes everyday situations, looking for ways to find languages to explore what is already 
there, in practices, on the streets, in habits, in dances, in bodies, to talk about what disturbs, 
bothers and oppresses. 

The group then began the workshop with the game Me Toca, which is a warm-up 
game, then Colombian hypnotism (first category, games to demechanize everyday move-
ments); then the game ‘1,2,3 by Bradford’ (second category, rhythmic demechanization); 
Forest of sounds (third category, demechanization of the senses); the game Complete the 
image (fourth category, demechanization of the gaze) and finally the four in motion, which is 
a demonstration of how a Forum Theatre works.

During the Completing the Image game, in pairs, the participants shake each other’s 
hands as if to say good morning and freeze. From there, one of them unfreezes and creates 
another image using the frozen image of their pair without moving it. Once this (static) image 
has been created, the other of the pair unfreezes and creates another image with the one 
they see, and so on. The idea is to work on polysemy through the bodies in sculpture. At one 
point, a MareMoto member conducting the exercise froze a specific image of two students 
and called all the other participants to analyze the frozen image (the analysis is part of this 
exercise).

The frozen scene consisted of a black girl standing with her hand outstretched over 
the head of a boy, also black, crouching down with one leg bent and the other on the ground. 
The group member leading the activity provoked the other participants to say what they saw 
there. One student replied that she saw a baptism, a blessing. Another student said that it 
looked like someone from the family lecturing their son or nephew. Someone else said that 
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it looked like a “escracho” 5, but it didn’t seem to be between family members, but someone 
from outside, a drug dealer for example. This led to the following dialogue:

Student 1 – This is the law, it’s the law of the favelas, of the slums, this is the law  
 of drug trafficking, that the person who is X9 dies early. That’s the law of   
 drug trafficking, it’s not the law of our home, the law of our life that we take  
 into our lives, it’s the law of drug trafficking, that’s the law of drug trafficking.
Member of Maremoto - Do you agree with this law?
Student 1 – No, I don’t think so.
Member of Maremoto – Why do you think this law, this way of resolving things,   
 happens? Why do you think that in order for me to show someone else I   
 have to kill them?
Student 2 – to make people afraid.
Student 3 – not to do it again.
Student 1 – to intimidate people. For him to be the biggest, he intimidates people.
Student 2 – so that he has power, he intimidates others
Member of Maremoto – Do you think this is a form of oppression?
Several voices – Absolutely
Member of the Tsunami – and does it work?
Student 1 – unfortunately it works.
Student 4 – if it didn’t work, no-one would die anymore
Member of the Tsunami – and from this, do you think you can’t be whatever you   
 want in the place you live?
Student 5 – You can be whatever you want, but you can’t say whatever you want.
Student 6-Yes! You can be what you want, but you can’t say what you want.
Member of Maremoto – Do you think it’s everyone who challenges this and thinks  
 it’s unnatural, who doesn’t naturalize it? 
Student 1 – A lot of people are born in the favela, they have the same upbringing  
 as a guy who nowadays is a bandit and nowadays is a lawyer, a doctor. Ev 
 eryone chooses their own path.  (Workshop at C.E. Vianinha, 21/11/2016)

In this exercise, the polysemy of images and looking at them from multiple perspec-
tives is worked on with the students. From this, analyses are made of the references and 
repertoires in the production of meanings that are part of the participants’ daily lives. This 
particular image showed the different ways in which the students there felt controlled in 
the territory where they live. At the beginning of the dialogue, the ‘favela law’ mentioned is 
not exactly a law devised and enforced by the state. It’s related to a set of practices that, 
although they don’t exist formally, haven’t been democratically discussed and regulated by 
a state body, are widely known and followed by those who live there, in Complexo da Maré 
(as well as in other favelas in Rio de Janeiro). Knowing this set of rules is essential for sur-

5 Escracho is a colloquial expression that refers to when some state authority acts in a truculent, insulting, or 
humiliating way with the population.
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vival in this territory. It’s not part of the school curriculum but is learnt from an early age in 
everyday social interaction, in the multiple relationships that are established from childhood 
onwards. It’s not just about being “X9”,6 but about living in these doubly controlled spaces, 
since living in the favela means being under the laws of the state and simultaneously under 
the ‘laws of drug trafficking’. 

Based on his studies of Foucault, when he analyzed the transition from disciplinary 
societies to control societies, Deleuze (2013) states that in disciplinary societies the subject 
constantly moves “from one closed space to another, each with its own laws: first the family, 
then the school, then the barracks, then the factory, now and then the hospital, eventually 
the prison, which is the means of confinement par excellence” (Deleuze, 2013, p. 223). 
Through discipline and confinement, the aim of these disciplinary societies was to organize 
time and space at all times in order to optimize and increase productivity. The strict discipline 
inculcated through this lifelong confinement was fundamental in making it difficult to escape 
the normative model, which outlines a behavioral pattern and rigorously establishes ways 
of following it.

In the transition between the disciplinary society and the society of control, there are 
disciplinary devices, but also others with a greater focus on the subjective control of the sub-
jects. Control is thus exercised in the open; it doesn’t need enclosed spaces or an apparent 
disciplinary tool. In this sense, control no longer needs to be exercised through confinement, 
grouping and strict disciplinary processes. It can be done effectively by the state, but also as 
a side effect of the neoliberal practices that prevail in society, as in this case in the workshop, 
represented by the daily presence of both the armed arm of the state, the police, and drug 
trafficking, which act in a concrete and violent way in these daily lives, but also in the cre-
ation of a set of cultural norms that are present in various spaces in the favela, thus acting 
as disciplining institutions. 

This can be seen when the student taking part in the workshop spontaneously sug-
gests that the image refers to drug trafficking laws. She talks about something extremely 
violent that has a direct, physical impact on her, which means that she can be whatever 
she wants, but she can’t say whatever she wants. From this, she emphasizes the set of 
practices she is subjected to, which exerts concrete and constant control over a large part 
of what she does and says, however informal and illegal the control of the drug trade may 
be. However, control also takes place through various cultural and symbolic practices. It’s 
interesting to note that immediately after this speech, the same student reproduces a typ-
ically meritocratic discourse, built on various symbologies and experiences that she has 
seen and experienced during her life, which underpins this hegemonic discourse that also 

6 X9 is a colloquial expression referring to a person who denounces, exposes, or reveals information to 
authorities at the expense of others.
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has a direct impact on her. In this second speech, she says that there are a lot of people in 
the favela who have the same upbringing as a guy who is now a thug, but is now a lawyer, 
a doctor. Everyone chooses their own path, in other words, right after talking about how the 
life of a favela dweller is subject to these trafficking laws, the student suggests that it is the 
individual who builds their path, regardless of the forces that impact them, the opportunities 
they have, the social structures to which they are bound, or the violence they suffer on a 
daily basis. From this perspective, the student somewhat excludes the multiple inequalities 
and injustices that young people from favelas go through in order to graduate from primary 
school, high school, enter university, finish university and enter the labor market, since ac-
cording to her the central point is not the conditions and social aspects of that territory, but 
the personal choice of each person.

Boal (2009, p.141) states that “social relations in everyday life are structured as spec-
tacles in which the power relations that exist between the members of that social segment 
are displayed”. The playwright also says, drawing a parallel between the society of the spec-
tacle and these spectacular everyday relationships, that “one of the main functions of art is 
to reveal, make sensitive and aware of these everyday theatrical rituals, which go unnoticed, 
even though they are a powerful form of domination” (Boal, 2009, p.141).

After this moment in the workshop, the discussion about living in the favela continued, 
resulting in the following dialogue provoked by one of the MareMoTO participants.

MareMoTO member – So what do you think you can do to change your life? Be en 
 titled to rights?
Student 5 – move out of the favela
Student 3 – laughts
MareMoTO member – But what can you do while you’re in the favela?
Student 1 – Study! To have a better life! To really get out of there. Because when  
 you live in the favela, you’re subject to everything! You’re liable to leave   
 home and not be able to come back. You leave, then there’s an invasion.  
 Most of the time, those who have nothing to do with the story end up being  
 hit. So you have to study or try to improve your life to get out of there.
MareMoTO member – But do you think just leaving is a solution? What about the  
 other people who will remain inside? Is there no solution? Do you think...
Student 1 – I honestly don’t know a solution for the favela.
MareMoTO member – But don’t you think you’re informing yourself, if you improve,  
 you won’t be able to help either.
Student 7 – You can help and offer it (the favela) what you want to be, understand?
Student 1 – Think of a project to help young people not to enter this life.
MareMoTO member – There’s a question. A project for favela youth!
Student 1 – A project!
MareMoTO member – And where are we from?
Student 1 – From Maré!
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MareMoTO member - within our group there are people who are studying   
 at university, which is what I’m going to tell you. When we joined    
 Maremoto, everyone had no idea about politics, no idea about various thin 
 gs, which we as favela residents do have the right to. We learnt to unders 
 tand. That there is a whole government issue, so that favela residents don’t  
 have access to culture and education. I think it’s very important that I tell you  
 this. Not that the theatre changed our lives, that it totally influenced us, but  
 that we can dream and chase our dreams, that it’s very important to want so 
 mething better for ourselves, you know? And that’s it. I’m a favela dweller  
 like any of you, but we’re there. But I think that’s what matters. Favela resis 
 ts, and what matters is that favela residents occupy the spaces that are   
 theirs, yes, college is a right, yes (workshop at C.E. Vianinha, 21/11/2016).

From this moment on, as a result of the same exercise, we can see how an aes-
thetic-dialogical dialogue is characteristic of both the TO and the educational processes 
proposed from these workshops held by MareMoTO. The young woman from MareMoTO 
begins by questioning the possible ways of transforming the reality mentioned in the previ-
ous dialogue about the ‘trafficking law’. She replies that the only way out is to leave the area. 
From this response, the search to unveil the situation begins. The previous dialogue talked 
about what the favela territory consists of, what it is made up of. Here, they were trying to 
understand how to transform it. Would it be possible to transform it? What could be done to 
make this transformation real? Wouldn’t leaving be the best thing to do? What about those 
who didn’t leave? All the questions led to reflections and searches for strategies to transform 
that particular situation, that reality. They were all based on situations and perceptions that 
those young people living in the area had. It was about their oppressions, their friends, their 
families, their lives. At this point, the aim was not to find the most assertive description of the 
favela (Boal, 2009, p. 141), or the strategies with the greatest potential for transformation. 
It was about establishing a dialogical, horizontal space in an institution that sometimes still 
reproduces the characteristics of a competitive, meritocratic society focused on individual 
benefit, characteristics that are in line with those of the banking education that Freire (1970) 
refers to so often. 

By establishing this aesthetic-dialogical space, loopholes are opened up. Freire ar-
gues that “dialogue is an existential requirement. And, if it is the encounter in which the re-
flection and action of its subjects, addressed to the world to be transformed and humanized, 
are in solidarity, it cannot be reduced to an act of depositing ideas from one subject to anoth-
er” (Freire, 1970, p. 45). As an existential requirement, dialogue cannot be occasional in the 
educational process. To be real, it needs to start from where those with whom it is proposed 
to dialogue are, where they see meaning. 

When a dramaturgy is presented about a particular oppression, or when a simple 
image is created during a theatre play, and it is capable of triggering several layers of inter-
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pretations, this is an indication of something that is to be elaborated collectively. In this mo-
mentary space, young people are called upon to participate synesthetically and verbally as 
the protagonists of their educational process. We see an active process, triggered by a gen-
erating theme (Freire, 1970) common to most of the students, which, based on a repertoire 
of legitimate meanings among them, makes it possible to create a series of aesthetic-theatri-
cal representations in which they are effectively linked to the proposed educational process, 
establishing dialogical learning processes, which are inherent to both OT and education as 
a practice of freedom (Freire, 1970).

This can be seen in the dialogue above, both in the male and female students who 
respond to the young woman from MareMoTO, who says that the only way to change her 
life is to leave the favela. In the questions that this young woman from MareMoTO asks af-
terwards, we can see a provocation to look for something beyond, something broader, that 
doesn’t just change their lives individually, but questions how to transform the lives of favela 
dwellers in the favela and not outside it. 

The question they ask, based on the perceptions that the students observe in the 
game, is why access to basic rights in the favela is so different from those who live in the 
‘other city’ and, based on this, how it would be possible to change certain social structures 
that directly affect favela residents. Based on the elements that make up their territory, the 
students make it clear that they don’t see any possibilities for transformation in the favela, 
which is inherent to the situations they experience. But this impression cannot be absolu-
tized either, since the people who are there talking to them (members of MareMoTO) are 
also favela residents. Even from the same Maré favela. 

As the exercise unfolds, MareMoTO members bring up the context of the workshop 
being held in a school with students mostly from the “favela of Maré and Alemão”7. The 
young woman from MareMoTO briefly recounts the history of some members of the group, 
both individual changes caused by going to university and the desire for social change 
based on political engagement and the proposal to dialogue and articulate with other young 
people in the area, to influence public policies aimed at young people and favela residents, 
and to occupy political decision-making, discussion and debate spaces that are rightfully 
theirs. 

This position, that in other contexts could sound as a paternalistic discourse, seeks 
to list examples to be followed, guiding institutions that would legitimize and boost the social 
ascension of a few individuals. But starting from that young woman, that theatre group, that 
workshop held, the school where it was held, the method used, the subjects with identity 

7 Maré and Alemão’s favelas are located close to the International Aeroport, in the North Zone of the 
metropolitan area of Rio de Janeiro. In the decade of 1962, a neighborhood called “Serra de Misericordia” 
was created by Leonard Kaczmarkiewicz, a Polonian migrant, from whom the nickname “morro do alemão” 
derived, meaning German’s favela.”
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affinities who proposed the workshop and especially the process by which they arrived at 
that particular subject, at those particular possibilities for socio-territorial transformation, it is 
possible to elaborate some epistemological and educational expansions possible through 
these methodologies and these aesthetic-dialogical processes.

In this workshop held at C.E. Vianinha, the work of TO with the school’s students is 
also characterized by the multiplicity of languages it explores in the course of its activities. 
The corporeality that is given to the proposed dialogues, together with the multiple forms of 
expression that are proposed, become another focus for epistemological expansion. The 
students are called to dialogue, but they are not bodily passive, they are not restricted to a 
certain space, they do not have to give their opinion only verbally, responding to a question 
that is also posed verbally. 

In this workshop, students are invited to express themselves in as many different 
ways as their senses allow. With this possibility in mind, the workshop proposed games from 
the four categories of TO, with the aim of recognizing and broadening different forms of ex-
pression, in the different languages through which we can work on the most different themes 
that impact us and are connected to everyday life. Victório (2014, p. 227) argues that “every 
process of aesthetic creation is also a production of knowledge  a privileged space in which 
the workings of life and the intense workings of beauty come together”. It is on the basis of 
these doings that we see theatre as a way of producing transgressive knowledge, doings 
and aesthetics that come from powerful and multiple bodies, which open up countless pos-
sibilities for analysis, creation, collective elaboration, existence and learning.

In the work organized by Freitas, Education, Art and Life in Bakhtin (2013), Goulart 
discusses language from a Marxist perspective, where she describes the political-philosoph-
ical architecture of everyday life, “which cannot be linked to a particular ideological sphere, 
precisely because it deals with the communication of ordinary life, which involves the set of 
inner everyday sensations that reflect and refract objective social reality” (Goulart apud Fre-
itas, 2013, p. 72). Here, the author delves deeper into the way Bakhtin saw the construction 
and social involvement of subjects based on the everyday life they were immersed in, and 
the multiple ways that language enabled them to reinterpret the meanings they saw them-
selves in, where they could “become freer and more creative to reformulate standardized 
genres” (Goulart apud Freitas, 2013, p. 73). The author believed that the “plural experience 
of enunciative life, a transitory place of passage” (Goulart apud Freitas, 2013, p. 73) could 
conceive of a multiplicity of meanings present in dialogue that could serve both closure and 
openness, both liberation and oppression. 

MareMoTO’s workshops and presentations show that everyday life and the mean-
ings present in it are the driving force behind a fertile dialogue that opens up possibilities for 
epistemological constructions. 
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As Santos (2016) argues, recounting his experience for more than fifteen years 
alongside Boal, 

They are going to dramatize reality, we create a metaphor, an image of the real: a 
representation that expresses a certain perception about the real. Thus, we move 
away from reality itself to see it in its image, which allows us to broaden the vision of 
what has happened” (Santos, 2016, p. 203). 

Starting from reality, from the oppressions and everyday experiences of those who 
live them, characterizes the dialogical power of the method. Hence, creating scenes, plays, 
interventions or even short dialogues during the workshops exemplifies the power of Boal’s 
proposal that social subjects re-appropriate the means of artistic production into languages 
of demand. 

In this way, bringing the method closer to formal educational spaces shows not only 
the possibilities of widening these gaps that establish effectively dialogical and aesthetical-
ly transgressive spaces and moments, but also the possibilities of the pedagogical-politi-
cal-theatrical methodology overflowing between these different educational spaces. This is 
because we understand the dialogical characteristics of TO between subjects, but also the 
dialogical power of the method between these different educational spaces. 

This thought was further developed in the subsequent workshops we held within the 
PAT, held at Centro de Estudos e Ações Solidária da Maré (CEASM), located in the Com-
plexo da Maré, more specifically in Morro do Timbau, in February 2017 with three pre-uni-
versity classes, as well as in the presentations of the MareMoTO Forum Theatre play, held 
in schools, universities, community museums and other educational spaces.

Based on these experiences, it is possible to indicate some crossings of the applica-
tion of the methodology in this territory, which we call soakings caused by these MareMoTO 
interventions, not only in the subjects who took part, but also in the spaces and institutions 
where they were carried out. 

We realize that through pedagogical-political-theatrical interventions, it is possible 
to create echoes and resonances in the spaces where they are produced in such a way 
as to provoke “short circuits that open up the present for the future, modifying institutions” 
(Deleuze, 2013, p. 214). Short circuits because, for a brief moment, they establish another 
logic of knowledge production that leaves traces. As a methodology, when it overflows, it 
widens gaps that already exist within these institutions, or even opens up new ones. Pro-
posals such as learning through transformative action; the change from passive spectator 
to active protagonist (spect-actor); social and political intervention through theatre; the mod-
ification of reality through the construction of territorial languages (Teixeira, 2007); the pro-
duction of knowledge from aesthetic creation that comes from histories of oppression, but 
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also from the daily and cultural characteristics of specific groups, all these characteristics of 
the TO methodology, have the possibility of destabilizing the logic of the institutions through 
which it passes.

These destabilizations can be characterized as heterotopic manifestations, where 
they create situations that disorganize the domesticated life of the society of control and 
make invisible things visible (Vannucci; Junqueira; Diniz, 2021). Heterotopia, from a Fou-
cauldian perspective, according to the author, is different from utopia because it takes place 
in a space that can actually be localized, but in another space-time dimension. Unlike uto-
pia, which takes place on an abstract plane, imposing a benchmark, a place to be reached, 
which as you move further away, heterotopia takes place on the plane of the real and the 
possible. They are not revolutionary, destitute, but take place in another dimension that 
overlaps with real space, as if it were a perceptual bubble where the participants return 
home with a residual dramaturgy” (Vannucci; Junqueira; Diniz, 2021). 

During the MareMoTO workshops and performances, it’s possible to say that for a 
brief moment a perceptual bubble was created. The shift to a dialogue that is not only verbal, 
but that encompasses other senses, other languages within those institutions that are most-
ly verbal; the decentralization of the voice in the production of knowledge; the transition of 
protagonism on stage, which has no owner, but is open and inviting to anyone who wants to 
participate in that aesthetic experience; the denaturalization of everyday social facts through 
stories lived by young people from that territory, the invitation to practical transformation, 
through action regarding an oppression that crosses part of those young people present. 
These practices, characteristic of TO, have the capacity to create a heterotopic space during 
the moment of their application.

The residual dramaturgy that Vannucci describes can have a direct impact on those 
students, who then come to the institution with other proposals and experiences. Deleuze 
(2013, p. 30) argues that “there is no revolution of the oppressed if desire has not taken a 
revolutionary position”, while Vannucci and her colleagues states that the aesthetic revo-
lution is not a direct action on the world but revolutionizes the ways in which we see the 
world (Vannucci; Junqueira; Diniz, 2021). From this, we think that various spaces within the 
school institution can be created parallel to and overlapping with it, where experimentation 
with freedom, uncompromising expression and pleasure in production can be revived. Not 
that the school, as an institution, doesn’t provide students with this kind of experience, but 
we believe that due to some of its characteristics, listed throughout this work, oxygenation 
is necessary to provoke constant short circuits. In a way, the proposition of small hetero-
topic moments appears to be a kind of materialization of the viable utopianism defended by 
Freire (1970). It indicates the viability of other proposals in the production of knowledge, the 
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relationship between educational agents and the constitution of knowledge. Possibly trans-
formative, dialogical and moving towards education as a practice of freedom. 

5 Conclusion

According to Arnulf (2022), the practice of Theatre of the Oppressed becomes a 
method of emancipation that allows the imbalance of participation to be restored: the actors 
have the opportunity to take ownership of the social and political issues of their time and to 
think collectively about new ways of transforming the contexts in which they live.

MareMoTO was formed as a collective, a group of young people who chose TO as 
a language, as a tool for aesthetic and social emancipation, knowledge production, articu-
lation and dialogue between different spaces within the territory where they live. During the 
22 months in which the fieldwork was carried out with the group, it was possible to observe 
these multiple collective, horizontal, powerful narratives, which transgress the method itself, 
oxygenating ways of relating, of doing theatre, of producing meanings and senses, starting 
from multiple daily lives that broaden the ways of understanding the world, its relationships, 
its oppressions, its creative powers.

Delving deeper into the work with the pedagogical-political-theatrical methodology 
made it possible to draw parallels with ethnography, the methodology of this research, in or-
der to indicate possibilities for cross-referencing central aspects of both, which even though 
they are developed in different areas of knowledge, share concepts and elements that are 
central and dear to both, such as the detailed study of the relationship between the local and 
the universal; the powers of polyphonic narratives and the processual nature of phenomena.

Through the creation of Forum Theatre plays and TO workshops, it was possible 
to see the possibilities that escape dichotomous visions and perspectives, to broaden the 
textures that make up social entanglements and the power relations that stem from them, 
and thus to seek other forms of knowledge production that are synesthetic and open. TO, 
as a polyphonic theatrical language, has shown during performances in colleges, schools, 
squares and museums that it is possible to suggest proposals for dialogues that go beyond 
monologues, that prioritize reflection over imposition, that are open rather than restrictive, 
that democratize and  horizontalize the prevailing verticality.

Similarly, the study of a collective working with TO has shown that it is a methodology 
that makes it possible to broaden dialogue in the educational, political, aesthetic and theat-
rical fields, and allows for the conception of other ways of existing, creating and producing 
knowledge. It thus demonstrates that knowing and doing, aesthetics and knowledge con-
stitute the same work (Victorio, 2012).  This is evident from moments of elaboration on the 
real, on looking at everyday life through multiple perspectives, which even make it possible 
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to oxygenate and transgress the standardization and institutionalization of learning, knowl-
edge and the educational experience. Thus, proposing other ways of learning that overcome 
symbolic exclusion (Xiberras, 1996) and cognitive injustice (de Sousa Santos, 2007), and 
from this, enable and encourage the overcoming of social oppressions rooted culturally and 
socially in Brazilian institutions and society.

Furthermore, by making it possible to create heterotopic moments (Vannucci; Jun-
queira; Diniz, 2021), it enables the redefinition of roles between the subjects that make up 
an educational and knowledge production space. By theatricalizing the daily lives of ordinary 
people, young people from Complexo da Maré, it is possible to reimagine and strengthen 
the democratization of these spaces.
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