



























































JEFF HOUSE

SCAPEGOATING

When the economy’s down, somebody’s got to pay

Migration within a country, or within
an economic bloc, proceeds from
hinterland to metropolis, from poorer
to richer areas. The rate of such
migration is primarily determined by
the level of economic inequality per-
mitted to exist, and not by the legality
or illegality ascribed to the migration
by the receiving state. The legality or
illegality of a given migration may be
conditioned by such factors as racism,
but in the final analysis an alien
worker’s presence is welcomed in times
of boom in the metropolitan state, and
publicly discouraged during times of
economic crisis.

In fact, one of capitalism’s most
persistent contradictions involves the
fact that the need to escape the hinter-
land grows desperate at just the time
when the willingness and ability of the
metropolis to accept such people
lessens.

Canada’s Minister of Employment
and Immigration, Lloyd Axworthy
stepped directly into the logic of his
position recently when he announced a
reduction in projected immigration to
Canada for 1983 on the basis of
economic considerations. The gloomy
unemployment picture, he said, was
the “primary factor” in determining
annual immigration and refugee
quotas. In the press release provided to
waiting media, Axworthy was quoted
as saying: “My government is
committed to protecting jobs for
Canadians, and I believe that restric-
ting the admission of selected workers

~will accomplish this goal.”

This linking, not only of immigra-
tion, but also of refugee intake, to
economic conditions should be noted.
In fact, a decrease in refugee intake
from 12,000 to 10,000 is planned,
despite the fact that refugee intake is
supposed to be a flexible instrument,
one which would respond to crisis
spots in the world, and save lives of
those with a well-founded fear of per-
secution. Yet 2000 such people will be
rejected  because of the state of
Canada’s economy. Just as serious is
the insistence that reduced immigra-
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tion “will accomplish this goal” of
protecting jobs of Canadians, threat-
ened as they have not been since the
1930s. Surely Axworthy himself does
not think that his measure alone will
save our economy. But his exaggera-
tion, which made its way into most of
the nation’s newspapers, as it was
meant to, no doubt will do its bit to
reinforce Canadians’ belief that the
presence of foreigners means lost jobs.
Yet the argument that immigrants
“take” Canadians jobs, which Ax-
worthy used to justify his programme,
rests upon an abstraction. An alien
‘takes’ a job, but is also a consumer
who ‘takes’ Canadian beef, furniture,
clothing, appliances, services and
other products. The employment
created by the immigrant’s consump-
tion, when divided among the many
goods and services used, is real
enough.

Few new immigrants
allowed in 1983

Nevertheless, it serves propagandistic
purposes for Axworthy to stress the
negative aspect, and his November I,
Report to Parliament did just that. In
fact, it is now projected that Canada
will be admitting virtually no new
independent applicants as immigrants
in 1983. Instead, those admitted will be
from the narrowing “Family Class”,
basically spouses, aged parents, and
minor children of Canadian residents,
most of whom do not participate in the
labour force. While the Minister uses
the total projected immigration figure
(105,000) in response to those who
criticize him for being too restrictive,
he does not state that much of this
total depends on factors outside his
legal authority; as a general proposi-
tion, for example, a Canadian who
marries a resident of a foreign country
has a right to bring that spouse to
Canada, in the absence of infectious
diseases, or a substantial criminal
record.

The absurdity of blaming
immigrants for the unemployment

situation can be seen in an examina-
tion of net immigration figures over
the last six years; according to data
developed by Statistics Canada, and
included in Axworthy’s Report to
Parliament, average immigration to
Canada has been 122,413 since 1976;
average emigration 73,325. Net
immigration, then, was 49,088 per
year. Since only 44 per cent of the
approval immigrants intend to work at
all, immigration brought a sum total
of 21,560 new workers per year into
Canada over the last six years.

“Operation Jobs”

In the United States, the administra-
tion has decided that it is illegal immi-
grants who must be spotlighted as
culprits in the unemployment
situation. As a strict new immigration
law wound its way through Congress,
and as a midterm election drew near,
the American administration
launched “Operation Jobs” — perhaps
the most cynical bit of flimflam perpe-
trated on the American people since
the doctrine of executive privilege.
Operation Jobs began, significantly
enough, with a press briefing by the
Immigration and Naturalization
Service (INS). There, government
public relations officers explained to
the press that massive raids of factories
believed to employ illegal aliens would
be made, in order to “free up high-
paying jobs for American citizens.”
Soon after, special INS teams, backed
up by caravans of paddy wagons, and
closely followed by helicopter-born,
camera-wielding Eyewitness News
teams, swooped down on factories in
nine target cities, supposedly chosen
for 1) high unemployment rates, and 2)
high levels of undocumented aliens.
The usual procedure involved
surrounding a factory, entering and
questioning suspect workers, and then
marching those without documents
out of the factories, hands behind head
and into the paddy wagons, all done
before the news cameras. Media cover-
age the next day was expected to
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stress, and usually did, the newly-
available jobs thus created. In Los
Angeles, for example, 1000 job-
seekers appeared at the doors of the
Price Pfister Company, the first in the
nation to be hit . .. where 87 employees
had been arrested the day before.
Later, public response was not so
great, as some of the seams in the
operation began to show. For
example, the B.P. John Company,
which had 100 workers forcibly re-
moved, received only 50 applications
for the open positions. At one com-
pany, newspaper stories had stressed
the fact that high-paying truck
driver positions were now available;
people looking for work the next day
found that the report had been a
“mistake”. While the company did

employ truck-drivers, the undocu-
mented aliens had all been employed
cleaning fish. Similarly, applicants for
eighteen “food preparation” jobs in
Petaluma, California were displeased
to discover that the jobs were for
chicken-pluckers; of the eighteen new
employees who braved this dis-
appointment, fourteen had quit within
a week.

Some of the “illegals”
were legal residents

In its briefings of the press, the INS
had claimed to be concentrating on
high unemployment areas; however,
of the nine cities chosen for Operation
Jobs, only Detroit had an unemploy-
ment rate significantly above the
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national average. There, forty sweeps
by INS task forces resulted in the
arrest of 107 persons. Unfortunately,
73 of these were lawful residents of the
U.S. who had been illegally carted
away past the television cameras.
Most of these lawful residents were
apparently Mexican or Puerto Rican

by birth, and therefore subject to

suspicion,

Of the other eight cities blitzed in
Operation Jobs, only one city,
Chicago, had an unemployment rate
(9.3 per cent) above the then national
average (9.2 per cent). The other seven
target cities had rates significantly
below the national average. Indeed,
had Operation Jobs been anything
other than a propaganda ploy, it might
have been aborted from the start; a
1981 study by the United States
Chamber of Commerce revealed that
cities and states with the highest
unemployment had the lowest concen-
trations of undocumented workers.
While the Reagan government has
been quick to accept Chamber studies
as gospel on other matters, this parti-
cular finding had to be ignored if the
administration was to scapegoat
illegals.

According to administration
sources, Operation Jobs netted 5,635
illegal immigrants in a one-week
period. The average wage of those
captured was $4.81 per hour. On July
15, 1982, in the case of ILGWU v.
Sureck, the Ninth Circuit Court of
Appeals held that an earlier Operation
Jobs factory raid was a violation of the
Fourth Amendment, as the
surrounding of a factory was an
involuntary detention of all persons
inside, and because the INS was
unable to show the required reason-
able belief that all those so detained
were in violation of U.S. law.

As the U.S. unemployment rate
increased from 9.2 per cent to 10.2 per
cent — from 10 to 11.4 million
unemployed — in the months since
Operation Jobs ended, the govern-
ment’s action has been less than
successful. But as a media campaign,
Operation Jobs has no doubt had
some effect in keeping alive the notion
that foreigners “hurt” the economy.
And Americans could be left with the
impression that their government is
“doing something” about unemploy-
ment.

_ Before jumping to similar conclu-
sions here in Canada, we should
consider the following: Our current
unemployed number is 1.5 million;
this figure is approximately equal to
the net immigration figure for the
whole of the last 25 years. O
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and exploited:
“Our culture is strong: we went into
hiding because we didn’t want non-
Indians learning our ways, which is the
source of our strength. We want
respect: wedon’t allow filming of some
dances. We have a troubled history —
of invasion, brutal extermination,
elimination of our leadership. We're
here to share some of our things but we
had to get permission from the elders.”
In one case (Ayni Ruway) theatre is
totally functional, totally integrated
into the life of the community. There is
no specialization in performing —
everyone takes part and there are no
pre-arranged occasions for
performance — it happens
spontaneously in various social situa-
tions as the need arises. This form of
participatory drama reinforces the
sense of community, helps in
“breaking the ice” when two commun-
ities come together, serves as a means
of expressing what’'s on people’s
minds, focuses discussion, etc. It is
neither scripted, rehearsed, nor pre-
planned. This is a theatre of participa-
tion, rather than consumption. The
performers and the audience are the
same people:
“The space between the performers
and the “audience” is very tenuous; it is
constantly invaded. People walk into
the scene, without being prompted.”
Luis Rojas makes it clear that this
kind of theatre is not an outside group
bringing theatre to the people; nor is it
a form of “conscientization” trying to
persuade the peasants to think in a
certain way:

pride and a sense of achievement
among Native people through the
discipline and concentration of high-
quality, highly skilled theatre.
Through showing that Native people
can excel at theatre they hope to break
down the negative stereotypes about
indigenous people’s capacity, building
self-esteem within the Native com-
munity and winning respect and
recognition from the dominant
society. One risk of course is that
through dealing with mainstream
theatre the group will be forced to
accept the standards and values of
mainstream theatre. Tukak, for
example, has adopted Grotowski and
Brook presentational styles — which,
some critics say, limits its power as a
voice for the Native community.

For a few groups (Tukak, Spider-
woman, Indian Time Theatre) theatre
is a full or part-time income-earning
activity — albeit a precarious one. The
majority of the groups, however, are
“amateur”; the performers work in
other jobs during the day and do their
rehearsals and performances in the
evenings and weekends.

For many of these groups theatre is
a highly mobile activity. Plays are
toured to Native communities which
are normally excluded from main-
stream or popular theatre circuits. (In
other cases —e.g., Nicaragua, Bangla-
desh, Bolivia — theatre is a mass
activity with groups based in all parts
of the country and there is less need for
touring.)

For Third World groups theatre is
participation — peasants, slum-

Among the Third World groups
theatre is also used as a means of
raising issues and a forum for
community discussion. The perform-
ance brings the community together
and the theatre group uses the
occasion to get people to talk about
the issues raised in the performance. It
is also a process of analysis. It raises
questions and makes people think in
fresh ways about their situation
(rather than convincing them about
something they already agree with). It
expresses the reality of class conflict,
reflecting the structures which shape
social situations and revealing contra-
dictions. It is a demystifying theatre,
making the unconscious conscious,
challenging the ruling class myths of
peasant incapacity and the immuta-
bility of the world, showing whose
interests are being served, etc.

In post-revolutionary Nicaragua‘

theatre has also played an important
role in mobilizing action, both at the
community and national level. It helps
to integrate discussion and action,
inspiring people not only to talk about
issues but to do something about
them. One of the MECATE anima-
teurs gave an example:

“When the literacy campaign just
started, counter-revolutionaries
spread lots of false rumours about the
young people — the brigadistas —
who were being sent to the rural areas
to teach the peasants. “They’ll take
your wives.” “They’ll steal your live-
stock.” Many lies. Because these
people had influence in the commun-
ity (many were large landowners)

“The Ayni Ruway theatre grows organically out of the
community rather than being imposed from the outside . . . There is
no need for a central group to ‘conscientize’ or ‘politicize’ the

peasants.”

Luis Rojas (Bolivia)

“The Ayni Ruway theatre grows
organically out of the community
rather than being imposed from
outside; it is an expression of the
peasants’ own concerns, hopes, joys,
and fears and is created for their own
purposes . . . There is no need for a
central group to ‘“conscientize” or
“politicize” the peasants. They are
already politically aware and provide a
fierce resistance to repression from the
authorities. They won’t let the authori-
ties penetrate into certain areas. The
culture of resistance is very strong.”
Some of the groups, e.g. Tukak,
look at theatre as a vehicle for building
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dwellers and other exploited groups
creating their own theatre rather than
depending on externally produced
theatre. In Bangladesh and Nicaragua
this takes the form of peasant drama
groups in each village, in Bolivia a
highly participatory and spontaneous
community drama activity. In all cases
it means that an elitist theatre is being
supplanted by a mass people’s theatre.
In Nicaragua theatre is a means of
inducing participation. Dialogue with
the audience is woven into the plays
and the form encourages them to react
— they interrupt, throw in comments,
get into scenes, debate the issues.

many peasants listened to them. We
decided to do something about it. We
made a play about a patron who, when
he heard the brigadistas were coming,
gave his farm worker a donkey as a
present. He insisted that the donkey be
called “Ignorance.” The brigadistas
arrived and came to talk to the
peasant, saying they had come to ‘kill
ignorance’. This provoked a huge con-
flict but in the end it was sorted out
and the peasant attended the literacy
classes. Once he was literate, he went
to the patron, returned the donkey,
and demanded back wages of 2,000
cordobas which he had been cheated
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out of. When we put on this play in our
community 25 peasants who had been
undecided, agreed to join the class.”
A key difference between the Third
World and First World groups is
organization. The Third World groups
are closely linked to or part of popular
organizations: It is this organizational
base which makes it possible to extend
the range of theatre:
® C(Carifuna — Carib Liberation
Movement
® Nicaraguan campesino groups —
local committees for education, pro-
duction, defence

the way through which peasants
express their opposition to incursions
into their community by bureaucrats,
traders, military officials, missiona-
ries, anthropologists. It is their way of
saying: “Stay away. You're not
welcome here.” In Nigeria in the 60s
Kwagh-hir performances continued
the Tiv struggle against domination
and victimization by the Northern
People’s Congress, after their mass
actions had been repressed. In Nicara-
gua campesino theatre provides one
means through which the farm
workers’ unions struggle for better

order to avoid arrest by the National
Guard. In the First World control is
more subtle: Native theatre groups
who are militant lose their funding.
For some of the Third World groups
theatre is animation and movement.
The Bangladesh and Nicaraguan part-
icipants talked about the importance
of developing mass movements of
people’s theatre. Instead of one group
serving a vast population through
mobile performances, they’ve
developed an animation approach in
which a nucleus of experienced people
help form, train and motivate locally

“They (the white society) have got to come to us. We
perform for ourselves.”

the Maori (New Zealand)

® Bolivian and Ecuadorean groups —

Amerindian movements
® Bangladesh village groups —

landless labourers’ movement.

In Bolivia and Ecuador, Ayni
Ruway and the Shuar have recognized
that their fundamental weapon is the
organization. However, instead of
creating a new organization, they are
revitalizing the traditional organiza-
tion (ayllu) which served historically
as the rallying point for anti-colonial
resistance. It is the unifying factor in
their struggles against land invasion,
manipulation by middlemen and
bureaucrats, victimization, and
cultural genocide.

In the Bangladesh case Aranyak has
used theatre as a process for group

formation. Workshops organized at

the village level bring landless labour-
ers together and the drama-making
experience provides an activity
through "which landless labourers
develop greater confidence in them-
selves, trust in each other, deeper
awareness of their problems, and the
need for organization and the begin-
nings of an organization.

Many of the groups use theatre as
protest, exposing and confronting
incidents of victimization, exploita-
tion, corruption, etc. For the Quechua
peasants in Ayni Ruway theatre is a
means of challenging bureaucrats or
middlemen who are trying to
manipulate, cheat, harass, or
humiliate them. For the landless
labourers in Bangladesh theatre is a
means of exposing landlords who
underpay them, beat them, or rip off
the funds of the village council.

Theatre is also a supportive means
for struggle. In Ayni Ruway theatre is
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working conditions. In Bangladesh the
mere threat of “putting the landlords
on the stage” in some cases is enough
to force them to reconsider their
actions.

In the course of waging struggles
theatre is a great source of hoosting
morale. On the picket lines or on the
boundaries of occupied land, impro-
vised drama helps to build up the con-
fidence and unity of the strikers or
squatters. During the nationalist
struggle in West Pakistan (now
Bangladesh) in the ’50s and the Tiv
struggle in Nigeria in the 60s, the
performers who were jailed continued
to put on their performances right in
jail. (The same thing happened in the
concentration camps of Chile after the
coup.)

Of course theatre cannot make
revolution — it can only be a form of
support for revolution. In Bangladesh
(1971) and Nicaragua (1975-78)
theatre workers in the end had to stop
“acting” the revolution and to start
doing it — to take up arms and join the
freedom-fighters.

There is not only the means of

struggle, it is also the battleground of

struggle — to see who controls it. In
Bangladesh the landlords try to stop
the rehearsals and performances,
sending goondas (thugs) to beat up the
performers and preventing the groups
from using public facilities for
performing. Once the animateurs
leave they attempt to take the theatre
activity over, paying the landless to
perform on the landlords’ issues. In
Nicaragua before the Revolution,
campesino theatre groups were the
object of repression: for example Los
Alpes had to burn all their props in

based theatre groups all over the
country. The animation role is a
“back-seat” job — one of inspiring,
encouraging, supporting other
people’s involvement in performance.
In the Bangladesh case the animation
team at present is a middle-class
theatre group (Aranyak) who have
largely abandoned their role as
performers. (In the long-term,
however, they're committed to
creating a cadre of landless anima-
teurs.)

This animation-and-movement
contrasts with a) the work of, say,
Tukak — who are putting all their
resources into the development of one
highly trained theatre company, or b)
the situation in many countries such as
Canada where there are only a few
Native theatre groups scattered across
the country with no links between
them and no festivals or events on a
regular basis to bring them together.

Culture vs. politics

This polarity between the “culturists”
and the “politicos” was also reflected
in different positions towards the Cele-
bration programme. The “culturalists”
seemed more interested in practical
workshops with an emphasis on
theatre techniques. As one put it:
“We've got lots of other organizations
to do the politics. We’re here to do
culture.”

The “engaged theatre” camp, made
up largely of Third Worlders, resented
this idea of “leaving politics to the
politicians.” For them politics is not
politics of political leaders — it is the
politics of movement, of participation,
in which everyone, not just the leaders,
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ively in blue, yellow and red. (Yes, it
was like a Flavin or a discotheque).
This produced dark atmospheres which
rendered the works coldly impotent.
Each artist had a wall divided from the
next by open screening which resulted
in a single-file aisle, denying serious
attention to the work. Although some
of the works were capable of
sustaining interest, and some were
definitely not of the sort of painting
described above, it was impossible to
have any other reaction than hoping to
see works by these artists at another
time under favourable conditions.
On the Guidecca, in a hard-to-find
building, more young artists were to be
found. Here, the installation was a
series of temporary “booths”, low

walls within a very high-ceilinged
building originally used for building
boats. If the salt cellars gave the
impression of a closed-in vegetable
market, this installation was more like
an agricultural fair each artist in a
stall. There were some examples of the
American artists, like Salle and
Schnoebel, who are trying to recapture
the painting market that the new
Italian painters threatened to wrest
away in New York and some other
artists from Europe less well-known.
Jean Luc Vilmouth, the one artist to be
included in all three exhibitions being
discussed here made two effective
installations, as articulate and ironic
as ever. Tim Head, the only artist to
commandeer a space which was

distinct, did a projected image floating
in a very black space, a convincing
argument for working in mediums not
as easily appropriated. The Guidecca
show was a bit of fresh air, on the
whole, not being as reactionary as the
theme pavillion nor quite as
oppressive as the salt cellar installa-
tions. But, the lack of overall coherent
theme in Venice, the many administra-
tive and political intricacies of the
exhibition’s organization and the
national interests being served make it,
as an ‘exhibition’, an unruly and
chaotic statement. Venice merely
“persists” at this time. O

Bruce Ferguson is a Montreal-based critic
and curator.
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