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Introduction: against intuition

When casually expressed, opinions about the relation-
ship between theatre and human rights tend to be 

at once impassioned and vague. Human rights are generally 
held to be worth fi ghting for, and theatre-making one way 
of fi ghting for them; theatre is thought to be a progressive 
activity, and addressing human rights themes one way of 
ensuring its social relevance. There is some truth to these 
sentiments, and in societies whose citizens enjoy a well-
established human rights culture, they serve to make the 
link between staging human relationships and denouncing 
human rights violations seem intuitive, self-evident.

However, another reason for the haziness with which 
this relationship is articulated, as well as the strength of 
feeling it can arouse, is that it is more complex and contra-
dictory than it fi rst appears. From the thematic treatment 
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of human rights issues in plays, to activist and participatory 
performances with explicit human rights agendas; from 
theatre-makers playing an advocacy role as public intel-
lectuals and civil society actors, to performances that chal-
lenge human rights norms, to theatre itself coming under 
threat from human rights abuses; from theatre aesthetics 
echoing the formal legal and political contexts within which 
human rights law is enacted and challenged, to the theat-
ricality queasily inherent in some of the most iconic and 
widely publicised human rights violations of recent years – 
all these phenomena colour the relationship between thea-
tre and human rights today. As such, presuming an inherent 
sympathy between making theatre and safeguarding human 
rights does neither – and no one – any good. In this book, 
I consider many facets of this relationship and argue that, 
ultimately, each activity best serves the other by throw-
ing its practices and underlying assumptions into relief. 
Intuitions, in short, are not always to be trusted.

In a moment, I start by surveying common understand-
ings of the term ‘human rights’. I go on in Part One, ‘The 
Human Right to Theatre?’, to outline the diverse ways 
theatre-makers have sought to promote human rights, as 
well as which rights are expressed through theatre practice 
itself. In Part Two, ‘Thinking Theatre and Human Rights’, 
I argue that the relationship between theatre and human 
rights might best be understood in terms of complementar-
ity rather than in terms of one always being in the service 
of the other. The three extended examples I provide in Part 
Two lead me into Part Three, ‘Theatres of Cruelty’, about 
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aspects of the theatre experience that are uncomfortably 
close to the dynamics of abuse. In my conclusion, I conduct 
one more exercise in ‘thinking theatre and human rights’, 
which raises questions about the future of the relationship 
and suggests a more nuanced way of understanding it than 
the one I glossed in my opening paragraph.

First, though, a few words on my approach to the topic. 
My rule of thumb in selecting examples has been to respect 
both the range of theatrical approaches and the scope of 
human rights, by being as open as possible to diff erent styles 
of performance and to diverse geographical and cultural loca-
tions. ‘As possible’ underscores the parameters of any such 
project, and it will soon become apparent how this discussion 
refl ects what I have been able to see, read, learn and think 
as a moderately well-travelled British national and long-term 
resident of the Southeast Asian city-state of Singapore.

It is important to stress, though, that parameters are not 
the same as limitations. Any refl exive enquiry into the thea-
tre or human rights must contend at some point with the 
relationship between the specifi c and the general, and estab-
lishing parameters is one way of mediating between the two. 
Plays are written, workshops conducted and performances 
staged at specifi c times and in particular places; understand-
ing this context keys us in to the details of the event, but it 
also provides the basis for comparison with other events, as 
well as grounds for more widely applicable assertions about 
what theatre is and does. Similarly, how ‘human rights’ are 
interpreted, practised or violated in individual situations 
has a bearing on claims for their universality.
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Married by that apparently innocuous ampersand, 
‘Theatre & Human Rights’ express the specifi c–general 
dynamic in numerous guises, which I account for where 
I can. I have combined discussions of particular perform-
ances, well-known practices and classic plays; I have aimed 
to balance the immediate demand that suff ering makes of 
us, and the urgency of the theatre produced in response, 
with the refl ective and measured tone that characterises 
much human rights theory; and I have given space to some 
of the more ‘radical’ critiques of the liberal idea of human 
rights, while acknowledging the importance of consensus 
and moderation in getting things done on a global scale.

I consider these tensions a characteristic of the rela-
tionship between theatre and human rights, rather than a 
problem to be solved. But don’t take my word for it. There 
will always be more to say, especially about context, than 
a short, sharp book such as this can accommodate. The 
‘Further reading’ section provides suggestions for fl eshing 
out the discussions that follow and for opening new lines of 
enquiry.

One more parameter bears fl agging up. With a few 
exceptions, I have restricted my focus in this book to the-
atrical performances and practices. However, my approach 
owes a critical debt to the more expansive discipline of per-
formance studies, as well as to important work in that fi eld 
that lies beyond the scope of the present study. Although it 
has provided me with a means of thinking across theatri-
cal forms and of understanding their place within a wider 
social context of performative actions and meaning-making 
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processes, I do not have the space here to do justice to the 
work of scholars such as the late Dwight Conquergood. His 
politically committed analyses of social and judicial violence 
and highly refl exive work with culturally marginalised 
communities laid the ground for a mode of activist schol-
arship that is strongly informed by human rights concerns. 
For examples of this approach, see The SAGE Handbook of 

Performance Studies (2006), edited by D. Soyini Madison 
and Judith Hamera, and Violence Performed (2008), edited 
by Patrick Anderson and Jisha Menon.
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Part One

the human right to theatre?

Rights talk

When the freedom to make or watch theatre is 
threatened, especially by states or institutions, 

human rights are often perceived to be at stake. But ask 
the people around you to name some human rights, and 
‘theatre’ is unlikely to be one of them. Understanding 
this apparent paradox requires that we survey how theatre 
has been used to address the subject of human rights (for 
example, in being about freedom of expression) and out-
line the ways in which theatre is itself the object of those 
rights (for example, as an exercise in freedom of expres-
sion). First, though, it is useful to clarify what the term 
‘human rights’ conventionally means.

A clue can be found in ‘Art, Truth and Politics’, a lecture 
given by the British playwright Harold Pinter on accepting 
the 2005 Nobel Prize in Literature. At a time of height-
ened geo-political tensions, the prize was widely taken to 
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recognise Pinter’s track record on human rights advocacy as 
much as the quality of his writing. Indeed, the Nobel com-
mittee signalled this in their appropriately terse announce-
ment of the prize, which stated simply that Pinter ‘uncovers 
the precipice under everyday prattle and forces entry into 
oppression’s closed rooms’.

True to form, Pinter’s lecture combined refl ections on 
the writing process with a coruscating and contentious 
attack on the ‘systematic, constant, vicious, remorseless’ 
crimes perpetrated by the United States through its foreign 
policy since the end of the Second World War. As we shall 
see, although Pinter did not use the term ‘human rights’ 
specifi cally, the time-frame of his analysis was signifi cant, 
as was the way he chose to conclude. Having described as 
‘mandatory’ the obligation all of us have to defi ne the truth 
of our lives and our societies, he warned: ‘If such a deter-
mination is not embodied in our political vision we have no 
hope of restoring what is so nearly lost to us – the dignity 
of man.’

The reference to ‘dignity’ was pointed, for the term has 
historically underpinned the moral appeal to a set of human 
values existing independently of the laws and customs of 
particular states or societies. Any rights that can be shown to 
follow from these values (rather, say, than those rights owed 
a citizen by dint of nationality) can therefore be described as 
human rights. In the Western tradition, one of the earliest 
extant and oft-cited explorations of this idea is Sophocles’ 
Theban tragedy Antigone (c.441 BCE), whose titular hero-
ine fl outs the laws of the city-state to observe burial rites for 
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her slain brother, the traitor Polynices. Fearing any threat 
to the recently becalmed ‘ship of state’ (l. 189) (as well as to 
his own self-interest), Antigone’s uncle, King Creon, sen-
tences her to be buried alive. Refusing to suborn her dignity 
to ‘such crude laws’ (l. 938), Antigone somewhat impetu-
ously embraces her fate in the name of blood ties and of ‘the 
great unwritten, unshakable traditions’ (l. 505), traditions 
embodying an apparently timeless justice impervious to the 
worldly concerns of mortals.

Two millennia later, the Enlightenment saw a revival of 
interest in this idea of a pre-social moral or spiritual law, 
which would inform much Euro-American thinking about 
rights. This thinking included John Locke’s (1632–1704) 
concept of natural rights (to life, liberty and property), 
Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) right to freedom (leading to 
civil, international and cosmopolitan rights), and proclam-
ations and treatises such as the French Declaration of the 
Rights of Man and the Citizen (1789), the American Bill 
of Rights (1791), Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1791–2) 
and Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman (1792).
Although the infl uence of these ideas would be long-

lasting, they would not go unchallenged. It is perhaps testa-
ment to the richness of Sophocles’ play that Antigone would 
subsequently be invoked by the German philosopher G. W. F. 
Hegel (1770–1831) in his critique of natural law, particu-
larly as it related to Kant’s assumption that human subjects 
were rational and autonomous. For Hegel, neither Creon nor 
Antigone is entirely in the right. Rather, their tragedy lies in 
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