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Chapter 4

Performance

A conversation between
Iman Aoun and Toni Shapiro-Phim

Iman Aoun is a theatre maker. In 1991, she cofounded ASHTAR Theatre
( www.ashtar-theatre.org) in Palestine, where she is now the executive direc-
tor. As an award-winning actress, she has acted in and directed many plays
in Palestine and internationally; received recognition for her work from
different countries; written and published articles on Palestinian theatre
and participated in writing two manuals on theatre training; and been a
panelist at various international conferences and world summits. She s an
international theatre trainer who specialises in ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’.
In 2003, she initiated the Euro-Palestinian project 100 Artists for Palestine,
and in 2010, The Gaza Monologues, a global project that raised voices of
the children of Gaza and advocated for their rights. She also initiated The
Syrian Monologues — stories of Syrian Refugees told internationally and was
a coordinator in Palestine of the V-Day campaign ‘One Billion Rising’ from
201410 2016. She is a board member of The Palestinian Performing Arts Net-
work and other local arts organisations. Toni Shapiro-Phim is Director of
the Program in Peacebuilding and the Arts and Associate Professor of Cre-
anvity, the Arts and Social Transformation at Brandeis University (United
States). She is a curator, Silmmaker, researcher, writer, educator and cultural
producer whose work in both community-based organisations and academic
settings focuses on the arts in discrete regions of the world, particularly in
relation to war, genocide, displacement, conflict transformation, climate
Justice and gender concerns. Her documentary film, Because of the War,
received the 2018 Elli Kongds-Maranda Prize for ‘superior work on women’s
traditional, vernacular or local culture and/or feminist theory and folklore’.

Note from the authors: We held this conversation in December 2021. The
genocidal war against Palestinians continues.
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Toni Shapiro-Phim (TS-P): I know we’ve had chances to speak before,
each time about just one discrete initiative or project — whether .ASHTAR
Theatre, or UNESCO, or some other entity. I'm excited to be in conver-
sation with you again today to talk about theatre and displacement more
broadly.

I noticed that in your email messages, Iman, at the very bottom near your
signature, it says ‘ASHTAR Theatre is a nonprofit NGO founded in 1991,.111
Jerusalem, with a scope of work that covers the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
At ASHTAR, we look at theatre as.a tool to free our society, ignite aware-
ness, create internal individual freedom, and invest in culture as a generator
for social change and political liberation’. ‘

I wondered if today we could speak about both internal freedom — like,
what are you aiming for in that regard, through your theatre worl‘i — and .cu1~
ture as a generator for political liberation. What does that mean in practice?
Maybe we could start with the notion of internal freedom?

Tman Aoun (IA): Being there since 1991, at the turn of the first Intifada — a
time when we believed there would be a free and autonomous country, and
" a sovereign nation — had encouraged us to work with our youth, the next
generation. We had to lay the foundation for them of what fre.edon% means.
We introduced them to free thinking and helped them form their actions and
dreams. To be a free person is to listen to yourself, to understand your emo-
tions, your thoughts and to respect yourself and others. To be able to open up
towards the other and their differences. To be truthful to yourself and your
ideas, dreams and emotions. That is the freedom within that we were look-
ing for. We aspired to be strong beings, clear and sensitive beings, who were
aware of themselves and their surroundings. To achieve all that we used dif-
ferent theatre techniques.

For us, Theatre of the Oppressed and drama in general are about the
transformation of people. It’s always about helping the person lfaap from
one step to a higher step, to become more enlightened, more emotmgal and
more aware. A person who is critical, sensitive and asks deep questions of
life. Transformation became one of our aims. To transform our students and
audience, we have to give them tools to know themselves better in order to
be able to break the taboos that are affecting their lives.

We are surrounded by taboos; sexual relations out of wedlock are taboo;
to question God and religion is a taboo; to support LGBTQ rights is a taboo;
to talk freely about politics is becoming a taboo. But with theatre comes free-
dom, where you are encouraged to break all the boundaries, to break out of
the frames of education, family and politics. In theatre you are invited to look
for new spaces in your mind, body and soul, and elaborate them and find your
inner voice and ideas without constraints or taboos.
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TS-P: Does this happen in rehearsals and workshops, as well as in
performances?

TA: Yes, of course. First of all, our students have a long period of training.
When they study at ASHTAR, they do so for four years in a row. They start
when they are between twelve and fourteen, when they’re still forming their
life philosophy. They’ll still be questioning their identity and their knowl-
edge. It is then that we try to provide them with the ability to start to discover
and ask the questions, through exercises, bodywork, voice and imagination.
They also start to get into groups and form new dynamics. They begin to
deal with each other differently from how they do at school, or at home, for
they find themselves protected in a very sheltered space, where there is no
criticism, no objection, no stigmatisation of their thoughts. They are free to
propose different ideas and think freely. There is always an open discussion,
an open debate that comes with every single play that they delve into.

They have to research every idea that they are working on; if the play is
about capitalism, or social inhibitions, or about women — whatever the play
is about, they need to do their research to understand the background of the
play. They go into a process of learning and growing into the subject, but
they don’t grow completely until they perform. That first encounter with the
audience and the ideas brings them to a new level. They encounter this kind
of strength from what they’ve been learning, gathering, experiencing inside
this safe haven, this room that is called the rehearsal room. Then it all opens
up and gets brighter within the performance. So yes, it is the rehearsal and
the performances that bring this kind of transformation to these young people.

TS-P: Wow, you’re taking me back, Iman, to an experience I had with young:
people in 1989, which also engaged with performing arts. These were refu-
gees from Cambodia, in a refugee camp. This was following the genocide
in their homeland and amidst an ongoing war. When T arrived at this camp
called Site Two, which was the largest Cambodian refugee camp in Thailand,
I'found individuals and groups of people who, having lost almost everything
~loved ones, homes, livelihoods, a clear sense of the future — were nonethe-
less choosing to make dance and music and theatre a priority. This was even
though they were grappling with the ongoing trauma and legacies of the
recent past — including four years under revolutionary rule, which involved
starvation, overwork, disease and the death of between a quarter and a third
of Cambodia’s entire population.

Inside that camp on Thai soil, the Cambodians were stateless, stripped of
their rights and, in many ways, their dignity. They were considered llegal
entrants by the host country and were in constant danger because the camp
was in a war zone. Multiple Cambodian political factions, each with its own
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army, were vying for control of their homeland. Artillery shells often fell
in Thai territory. Plus, if camp residents stepped outside of the barbed wire
fences, they might be shot by Thai guards or step on a landmine laid by one
of the fighting armies.

Yet they made performance a priority, and thousands showed up to
watch their fellow refugees perform on outdoor stages. In the particular
section of that particular camp where I was (I had initially gome to do
research and then ended up collaborating with the artists on a project to
document their creativity amidst horrible precarity), one of the dancers
* had been part of Cambodia’s royal dance ensemble before the revolution
and another was a folk dancer, a graduate of the University of Fine Arts.
Together, they taught hundreds of young people, making sure the children
got extra food rations for participating. It was, in some ways, a momentary
escape from their terrible surroundings, creating beauty and focus and con-
nections with the spirits, with the past and with their homeland, through
performance.

What you were saying made me think of this because I feel like what I was
witnessing in that Cambodian refugee camp was both a hope for return — they
spoke about a future back in Cambodia where this cultural knowledge could
be applied — and also a nurturing of a kind of internal freedom. I mean, artil-
lery shells would fall indiscriminately, so even if they were performing on an
outdoor stage and thousands of people were watching, when artillery shells
fell, the performers would run for cover, members of the audience would look
for their children and all jump in trenches for protection and then, when the
shelling stopped, they would return — both those who had been watching and
those who had been performing — to finish the show. They were reaffirming
some kind of individual as well as collective beauty and control in the face of
ugliness, violence and chaos.

Recently, I talked to Voan Savay, the dancer I'd worked with most closely
in the refugee camp thirty years ago. She told me that, as she reflects on it
now, she was putting cultural knowledge into those young bodies, so that if
she died (because there was no guarantee that anyone in those circumstances
would make it), the cultural knowledge and dignity would live on in the next
generation. And she was also driven to nurture the growth of individuals
who had a sense of themselves, and a sense of their right to explore, imagine
and live, you know, full, complex lives. She started to document her work in
the refugee camp in writing, and then, with me, in video, so that there was
a record of what they did in the “forest’, as they called it, away from their
homeland. The Palestinian and Cambodian situations differ dramatically. But
it’s this notion of exile, danger or rightlessness confronted by the aesthetic,
moral, spiritual and political potency of particular art forms, I think, that is
similar.
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IA: Yes, absolutely. But whether they are the Cambodians, the Syrians or the
Palestinians who had to flee twice or three times, or even the Palestinians who

_keep moving in Gaza from one neighbourhood to another due to the attacks
on them by the Israeli occupation, it’s all the same. It’s changing, it is flipping
the trauma into drama. It’s making the trauma more of a creative impact in
order to keep their humanity alive. Because during the trauma, the first thing
that we lose is our humanity. Either we are forced to lose it, or it starts to
decay from inside because of fear and anger.

With drama and creative work, you start to mend your inner self, you start to
regain your balance, you start to understand that despite everything, you’'re still
alive and you have to maintain the humane aspect of your being. I guess that’s
what art means to us. This is why theatre, drama and art are most valuable
when you are most in need of it. That’s why plays come usually with a conflict
because the conflict is the essence of theatre. If there is no conflict, then why
would you need to present a play, why would you need to make theatre? It is
that friction of who we are and who we strive to be, of who we need to become.

TS-P: Who we strive to be or need to become — I can visualise that 1ip, that
wound, that trauma, that eats away at one’s own humanity, exacerbated by the
messages one gets from the outside. People who had lived in that Cambodian
refugee camp for ten years spoke about feeling like animals in a zoo in the
eyes of others. Outsiders would come in and look, journalists took pictures,
politicians made what were often empty promises, and then left, while the
camp residents remained. Yet those who were displaced were, on their own
terms, reaffirming their own humanity, their own dignity, as I observed,
through dance, music and theatre, as a way to then be able to imagine a dif-
ferent kind of future.

I'm wondering about that other statement at the bottom of your email. It
says that ‘culture is a generator for political liberation’. You just talked about
individual, internal freedom, but what about culture as a generator of politi-

cal liberation? What does that mean, in practice, for ASHTAR Theatre, for
your youth?

TA: Culture is a generator of political liberation, because it has the power to
challenge dominant narratives, promote diverse perspectives and empower
marginalised communities. It provides a sense of togetherness. This kind of
togetherness is a foundation, and it keeps us clear in our direction. Because
after so many years of occupation, you start to lose your roadmap, your sense
of direction and your strategy. Although we know that what we want is our
liberation and freedom, how to get there becomes a little blurry. So, cultural
work, art and theatre, keep the people alive, and keep the direction clear. It’s
the light at the end of the tunnel. This is the first level.
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The second level is about international connections and the creation of
bridges: When we talk, you and I, or when we invite other companies to
our international festival, we create bridges. When I'm invited to speak over
Zoom or if I go to visit another festival or conference, that’s a bridge cre-
ated. These bridges generate awareness, because if you don’t know me, you
wouldn’t know what’s happening in my country at the level of the people in
daily life. When you start to hear people’s first-hand stories and not the news,
you understand their challenges, resistance, fights, aspirations and dreams,
then a true bridge starts to be built. When we exchange, theatre and culture

become a force for political change.
TS-P: Right, maybe it’s, in part, that first-person testimony.

IA: Exactly. On the third level, comes solidarity: when people start to write
about the Palestinians and their culture — books like this one - this is also
another way to reach people who do not know us in person, yet they will
read about us, they will listen and contemplate. All these levels should cre-
ate change. Once you know, you cannot un-know. You cannot say, ‘I do
not know’. Culture, in this case, serves as a powerful tool for advocacy and
political mobilisation, fostering solidarity and demanding social and political
change, and it will help people to choose their politicians accordingly in their

respective countries.

TS.P: 1 remember, Iman, it might have been the very first time you and I
met, it was on a Zoom call with UNESCO, and we were starting that project
looking at ethical practices with the arts in areas of precarity or vulnerability.
You said — I don’t remember the exact words, but something to the effect
of — ‘nobody wants to be a refugee’, reminding us that we must pay atten-
tion to what we are ultimately moving towards. We must be moving towards
liberation and towards not creating circumstances where people are put in
these situations again. I have spent decades collaborating on projects with
people who are in situations of exile, displacement, these kinds of precarity,
in part because, as a US citizen, I'm responding to what the United States
has instigated or fostered or supported around the world; in part, because my
great-grandmother on one side and grandparents on the other were refugees;

but also because I am a member of humanity. For years I've worked closely
with women who were refugees from Liberia, and one has said over and
over again, I don’t pray for anyone, not even my worst enemy, to be a refu-
gee’ because of the erosion of dignity, and of choice, let alone safety. I just
remember your statement so clearly; it helped us focus our convers ation that
day, reminding us that no matter what the arts initiatives were, no matter how
creative, no matter how brilliant, if they weren’t working towards changing
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some of the underlying systems or ways that people treat each other, we were
left to perpetuate people’s inhumanity to one another.

I_A: Absolutely. I told you before we started that I Jjust came back from Tuni
sia. I was at Carthage International Theatre Festival. There was a confereuxilé
for t?aree days with many people talking about theatre and the COVID pan-
demic — theatre in the difficult times of COVID and post-COVID. One oil?) the
papers was about the challenges facing theatre in the future with tﬁe develo
ment of the Metaverse. When you were talking about refugees — we will a?li
be refugees in cyberspace very soorn. We're going into a zone where we will
losg a lot and be lost. To be a refugee is to lose your sense of belongi 0
choice, your voice, your power and your foundation. SR Yo
Mark my words, we will all be refugees soon. We will lose our rights
because we were not part of its creation. It will be accelerated much ngloré

than what we would think of as individual : :
s. M £
of becoming refugees there. any of us will fall into the trap

TS-P: At your conference, among your colleagues, was there any hope or

imagination that th i ; o
trapgl eatre could play a role in keeping us from falling into that

IA: Well, all of them I guess, they were fighting to keep theatre as a coun-
terwgght. But for me, that’s not the point, to tell you the truth. Theatre will
continue to be, that’s for sure. But if we want to compete if we want t
understand the game, we have to be in the middle of the ga£ne We have to
be able _to change the game from within. We cannot change th;a ame fro :
the outside. If we continue to change the game from the outside ive will Ifg
forgoﬁen soon. Unfortunately, that was my point, but my colle;agues wer
against going into the cyber world and doing theatre online and all of thate
For them, it doesn’t work this way. For me, it might. I think that’s the wa :
we shopld really try to make a difference. Look at TikTok — if you resen};
sqmethmg the.re, young people will see it. But if we say no to TikTI;k we
will become history, we will become like the very beautiful old books thajc are
kept' on shelves in libraries that people seldom pick up, because if you want
any information, you just click a button and it’s yours.

TS-P: So, is ASHTAR working in that realm now?

JA: We’re trytng, yes. Since COVID, we started to g0 into more online pre-
sentation and filming — short films, even films that look like Forum plays PVV@
present the film, then we open up the debate and we try to discuss the is.sues
raised. I mean, it’s not really Forum Theatre, but it’s still an open debate. We
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with the minds of our youth, we learn from the youniert eg:;e:e
. Vo follow their needs, but we also try to gIve them wha ve
O the o dok:tf wledge. We want them to be standing on strong founda
ot ﬁ(;?lldtaehi the}(f) go into .this unknown, very fast world, at least they know
tions,

that they are well equipped with knowledge.
TS-P: What does ASHTAR mean”?

. e h
1A: ASHTAR is the name of the Goddess of Love, Fire and Feﬁ@W, at the

time of the Canaanites, the Sumerians and the Phoenicians.

i takin
TS-P: Do all the young people in ASHTAR Theatre, in your company, g
the w.orkshops, learn about Ashtar the Goddess? ,

. Yes, they know who she is; they know a little of her mytholo gy,elréltlitot]l;z};
‘I;::.no: s’tudy her extensively, and not everybady hatsh a st;g;g 51?;11 e
i 1 . It depends on their :
i knowing the mythology. It dep: . .
mt(?\ff Sttil?more thegy become aware of and engaged with that mythology
gf 3

i if
TS-P: T’d like to ask, Iman, two questions: Whi-lt are ygu 1;1ost afraid of,
any:th.ing and what you are most hopeful about, if anything?

i thing.
i "m hopeful for is the same
: t I'm afraid of and what 'm :
IA.dl\t/gily?se \ZE; strange. I am afraid of the future, b'ecause I know ﬁ}i \Zz?y
éivi]l biing won’t be easy. I'm certain or quite certixln, thgt thtecr)eb\;v Lo vy
1 leaps and changes of who we are, how we're going {C > .disappear
i}? inil w§1 take up much more space in our life. Cogntnes_nilgan e Where,
naiions might disband, identities might vanish. 1Wt§ w;]isizsm V:hiCh e
i d those who confrol the , ’
there will be the masses an >0 : L e thar's my
it’ t’s going to be . .

. w, but now it’s not as sharp as 1 ) , avs
};fﬁ hl;it ?leo my hope that, because of everythlp g we've b%en g(;l];gmng dxga‘
azaii'ldividuals countries and people in this meéunti pt?t m}z ;; 2(; e e

ic wi nd a rebirth will emerge. So that's Wy ho
e htai%)ee}zli’n?l going in the same direction. Bujc if I think of the emlsémbi
a't theisizm;]i say, I really fear that all that we have bu:@t at ASHTARCZ:O; abe
ﬁe’because t];ere could be another big war that will lead to a(‘) gf; atloss o

’heritaoe My aspiration is that our successors, the igung pe p'E ho e
bee yin i i he path. At the moment,

ine at ASHTAR, will continue the p : 8 nie

S::nest)ufdzlsegw big project. If it works, then that will be great — hopefully
wﬂlg P'm creating an art village in the Jordan Valley.

. e e 0
TS-P: What and who do you envision being in this village?
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TA: An academy for theatre, circus and social environment and agriculture, it
will be a residency for artists from around the world to come to Palestine to

explore and work with the local community. Students will live in the village;
they will study and cultivate the land.

TS-P: Beautiful. Are you actually working on that now?

IA: Yes.

TS-P: When you're talking about your hope that’s related to your fear, you
hint that maybe something cataclysmic will happen and the new thing will
be so much better, so much more humane. Have you read or heard about the
essay that Arundhati Roy wrote, called “The Pandemic as a Portal’
that same notion, that with all of these horrors, all the inequity,
and violence laid bare by the pandemic, with everything that’s been there now
magnified, what if this is a moment to turn it all upside down? What if this is
the moment that we tell ourselves that when we get out of this pandemic, we
want something different, we don’t want to g0 back to how it has been? What

if we could harness this outrage at the way things are and make constructive,
lasting change?

? It was
oppression

IA: I wish we could. Yeah. I wish we could, but you’re saying, “What if we,
what if we,” and I was thinking that there’s no ‘we’ and that’s the problem.
There’s no ‘we’ at the morment, in this period. At the moment, there is you
and I, that is a “we’. But there are no collective masses who are going into

movements. There is no turning of the tidal wave. The world is boiling, yes,
but the ‘we’ is about to evaporate.

TS-P: That’s a powerful metaphor. I'm thinking of the murder of George
Floyd and how all over the world people protested against pervasive and §ys-
temic anti-Blackness. All over the world. Amazing solidarity, real creativity,

real anger from communities. And now? In the United States, at least, very
little has changed.

TA: The strongest drive for human beings is fear, then anger. Why are people
who are bankers or those who design policies not guided by fear and anger?!
They are able to create ideas for years from now. The UN is talking about 2030
and planning for 2050 at the moment. The global strategies of UNESCO and
the different UN branches have been gathering thinkers, activists and ideas, to
draw the roadmap for 2030. Yet we don’t feel it on the ground, do we?

TS-P: In my limited sphere, very little.
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1A: T don’t see any real development, at least not in Palestine. All that T see
is money spent here and there, or even wasted here and there. I'm sure this
happens everywhere around the world. Wasted money. There is no real will-
ingness to make global development. The poor are getting poorer, and the
rich are getting richer.

TS-P: Thinking back to your statement that anger and fear are motivators
for action, there are young people angry and fearful about the climate crisis,
some of whom are doing amazing things. At the same time, at least here in
the US, it’s very obvious that fascist White supremacists are fomenting fear
and anger so that they can hold onto, or dig in even deeper with, their kind of
oppressive control of humanity.

TA: Yeah. It's really strange. Human beings are so complex. We are com-
pletely destructive and constructive at the same time. We have this duality,
this dichotomy in each and every one of us and it’s perplexing. You cannot
really mend the harm we do, and it has been like this probably since forever.
But with fewer people around the world, you feel it less. Now, we’re getting
double the people and double the miseries probably. The world is shrinking
in terms of information and space; sitting at home, you can know what is
happening around the world, in the blink of an eye. So that’s the way it is.

TS-P: I so admire how, amidst the surrounding reality of danger and loss,
you are nurturing life and doing community-affirming cultural work inspired
by Ashtar the Goddess of Love, Fire and Fertility, that, as you were saying
earlier, helps to pave a path for Palestinians towards freedom.

TA: Thaok you. I also think that no matter where we are, whichever country
we're in, we are governed with a mentality of ownership. A patriarchal men-
tality of ownership, possessing, grasping and having, a continuous fight for
power and control. Before that, when the world was matriarchal, it wasn’t
about power, devouring, controlling, owning; it was about sharing, giving,
embracing, participating. We have lost all of those things.

TS-P: Except, I think, in some Indigenous and other cultures, where there’s
an acknowledged interdependence with each other, and with the natural
world.

IA: Of course, but I'm talking about the present collective “we’. Even when
a worman is running a country, she does not govern according to her female
perspective, she governs according to the patriarchal rules, as the capitalist
economy is totally aligned with patriarchy.

Performance 49

TS-P: Indeed. Within ASHTAR
e , are you modelli S
you creating something different? you modelling something different? Are

IA: Things are not black and white. In terms of the
. way we
Eé;garizngzi];:r iﬁd tktuih way we deal with each other, yes. B}I’I’E wedael‘s]glizvzui
cortatn Merarc y a ! e theau;..l. mean we all work as a big family, but there
o dine es and responsibilities. What we do is that we share the visio
¢ daily burden. There are no boundaries between us. We are like a famn

. .
2 }é H;j;]i tTh§ students, they fee} Illke they are at home. Everybody that enters
eatre feels that this is like a home. It’s not a rigid organisation

there i i
o er elss :q aliloss, though there is a person in charge. We all feel that we are
» especially when we work on a production. When we do our International

tﬁ}(}:u.th Pl‘estlval, t.he stgdents become part of the idea, the thinking process and
Implementation, like a harmonious concert. There are always new id::s

and we have to leamn to
i gether how to make the
the big collective ‘we’. m, because we hav

e to build

TS-P: Yes, that’s one of the takeaways here: we have to build that ‘we’

IA: I think .
o T Ttk}lzeatre can create an important and interesting wave of change in
- Therefore, theatre needs to get out of its comfort zone and closed

buildings, into the minds and h
> earts of -3 . ’
all the different corners of life. of people; in the streets, online and into




