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Feminist social scientists have long been concerned with exploring and 
theorizing feminist ways of knowing in order to discern gender-based 
disadvantage from the standpoint of women (Gibson-Graham, 1994; 
Harding, 1998; Rose, 1997). Certain methodologies are suggested as more 
appropriate to entering women’s lifeworlds. These typically strive for a 
heightened understanding for the researcher alongside an often explicit 
desire to create space for social change and empowerment and the over-
turning of gendered vulnerabilities.

Feminist methods complement ideas about participation, contribut-
ing further theoretical rigor about issues of power and marginalization 
in relation to women (Parpart, Rai, and Staudt, 2002; Ramazanoglu and 
Holland, 2002). The notion of “reclaiming and validating women’s expe-
rience through listening to women’s voices” (Kitzinger, 2007, p. 125) has 
shaped feminism since its beginnings, countering the dominance of male 
voices in traditional social research (Harding, 2004). Until now, women’s 
self-reports in whatever form (through interviews, oral histories, nar-
ratives, focus groups) remain the most popular approaches in feminist 
method (Kitzinger, 2007). Feminist researchers strive to represent wom-
en’s voices with some faith to the original language and content, bearing 
witness to issues of inequality and oppression (hooks, 1990). There is 
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therefore a strong link between feminist methodologies and the agenda 
of participatory research, which is concerned with empowerment and 
the knowledge and voices of the vulnerable in processes of social change 
(Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995). 

However, criticisms have been levied over time concerning feminist 
methodologies, and these have implications for participatory approaches. 
There is a desire to avoid universalizing women’s experiences through 
feminist research (Mohanty, 1991), seeking, instead, more diverse and 
contextualized approaches. Critiques have revolved around feminist re-
searchers as elite and dominant voices in relation to participants (Spivak, 
1988). Partly inspired by works such as those of Spivak, poststructuralist 
feminist scholars have more recently disputed the direct relationship 
between “voice” and “experience” in recognition of the complexities of 
representation as well as the powerful position of the feminist researcher 
(Kindon, Pain, and Kesby, 2007). Yet, and crucial to the discussion here, 
this emphasis by influential poststructuralist feminism on the complexi-
ties of voice and representation, and the importance of theoretical rigor, 
has tended to overshadow issues of social change (Kitzinger, 2007). This 
creates an important tension between much current feminist discourse 
and participatory research, although the tension is one that some schol-
ars believe can be overcome (Kesby, 2007).

The methodological challenge discussed here is about capturing 
the voices of vulnerable young Ugandan women for the purposes of 
research on sexual health in an environment of gender inequality. As 
feminist researchers we needed to take into consideration these issues 
of researcher power, young women’s diverse experiences, and the chal-
lenges of “voice” and “representation,” as well as the practical need to 
relate these to improvements in HIV prevention. We considered that 
participatory approaches would be most appropriate, in that they aim 
to be a reflexive, self-directed, and engaging research experience suited 
to young women’s ways of knowing and expressing (Percy-Smith and 
Thomas, 2010; Hart, 1992; Ansell, 2001). Also, there is a growing climate 
of need for young people to be recognized as active partners in research 
projects with a development goal (Kabwato, 2005; Lundy, 2007). We 
sought research tools that would allow young women to represent their 
life stories in their own ways as they pertain to sexual health. 

Participatory video was one tool that we thought could provide a 
valuable means for young women’s storytelling. Participatory video 
allows for making and exploring stories, through individual or group 
exercises such as drama or role-play, as a co-production with both 
young women and researchers behind and in front of the camera (Banks, 
2001; Pink, 2001; Lunch and Lunch, 2006). We refer to the method as 
participatory video drama, contributing to an emerging body of work 
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using participatory video with drama as a novel and engaging platform 
for participants to express their experiences, including those that are dif-
ficult to tell. We considered that the particular benefit of participatory 
video drama in feminist research is that it involves the creation of a safe 
space for the performative exploration of embedded gender power rela-
tions (Rose, 2001; Kafewo, 2008). 

Here we present a background to the use of drama in participatory 
video and indicate its relationship with feminist method. Then issues of 
participatory video drama in the field are explored, based on the particu-
lar research context in Uganda. A further section offers some reflections 
on data analysis in relation to young Ugandan women’s dramas, and 
to feminist as well as participatory method. We close by offering some 
thoughts about the potential and pitfalls of participatory video, specifi-
cally participatory video drama, as a feminist method with participants 
whose voices are not heard. 

Drama and Participatory Video

Much of the pioneering work of incorporating the performing arts into 
social science has come from educationalists. Lynn Dalrymple (2006) 
notes that drama—or theater-in-education—that flourished in the 1960s 
and 1970s had an educational or social change agenda. Based on the 
Freirian model of developing critical thinking abilities or conscientizing, 
participants become agents of their own change through their active 
involvement in all aspects of the performance—playwriting, acting, di-
recting, and being the audience (Freire, 1973; Boal, 1979; Freire and Shor, 
1987). Although popular in parts of the developing world (e.g., Brazil) 
and not denying the history of grassroots community theater in places 
like Africa (Ewu, 2002), it is not until recently that drama has been main-
streamed in the fields of education and development for the purposes of 
transformation. An example that influenced the research is a sexuality 
education project, developed by the Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance, 
which used drama with young women in Nigerian secondary schools 
(Kafewo, 2008). Issues of sexuality explored in drama came from the 
students, and these included difficult and hidden issues, such as sexual 
abuse by a teacher. These dramas then provided a vehicle for more open 
discussion between students and teachers.

The desire for change and social justice is also captured in the work 
concerning theater that has a transformative objective, sometimes called 
applied theater (AT) (Thompson, 2003; Taylor, 2003; Nicholson, 2005). 
Dramatic ideas are “likely to be framed in terms of a possible counter-
narrative to the dominant ideology” (Etherton and Prentki, 2006, p. 149) 
and as such, AT is often an explicitly political activity that attempts to at 
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least expose and preferably foster changes in power relations. Victoria 
Johnson et al. (1998) note that theater pedagogy is a powerful process for 
enabling young people to explore and understand their reality, gener-
ate solutions to their problems, and communicate their knowledge and 
learning to selves and others. Such methods resonate with the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which spells out 
children’s and young people’s right to their own opinions, to express 
themselves in any medium, and for this to take into consideration voice-
less young people (Lundy, 2007). Michael Etherton and Tim Prentki 
(2006) argue that CRC forms “the basis of a great deal of recent experi-
mental work in using drama and theatre to advocate for children’s and 
young people’s positive role in civil society” (p. 147). 

We aimed to bring together the advantages of drama with participa-
tory video—the dramaturgical advantages of embodied storytelling and 
the use of critical devices, such as humor, and the opportunities offered 
by participatory video for screening and critical reflection (Boal, 1979). 
We were not new to participatory research or role-play in health re-
search, but this was our first experience with participatory video. Helen 
Cahill (2010), in her use of participatory drama in HIV prevention in 
Vietnam, describes conscientizing as a difficult process but a rewarding 
one, with a number of pitfalls, including a tendency for participants to 
act out rather than challenge the status quo. As with Cahill’s experiences, 
we found that there is much scope for learning in the use of participatory 
video as a feminist method with a change agenda. 

A Case Study of Young Ugandan 
Women and Participatory Video Drama

This chapter draws on an exploratory study with young women living 
in a poor community where there is high prevalence of HIV. Although 
a focus on women and gender inequalities in developing countries has 
increased over the past decades (Young and Moser, 1981; Baden and 
Milward, 2000), this is not as apparent for girls and young women. In 
the context of a lack of young people’s voices and the presence of gender 
inequality, young women are less likely to have a voice (Urdang, 2007). 
Our research was designed to explore appropriate methodologies that 
are capable of eliciting young women’s voices in relation to improving 
sexual health interventions. 

The work was conducted in partnership with Straight Talk Founda-
tion (STF), a Ugandan health communication nongovernmental orga-
nization that aims, through its projects, to increase understanding of 
sexuality and to promote safer sex among the young. Their experience is 
that young Ugandan men are much more confident, vocal, and actively 
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involved in projects than are young women. Although Uganda has suc-
ceeded in reducing HIV prevalence rates from a peak of 18 percent in 
the early 1990s to around 6.5 percent (UMOH and ORC Macro, 2006), 
women continue to have higher prevalence rates compared with men, 
for reasons that include biological susceptibility and sociosexual norms 
(Kelly, Ronald, and Nelson, 2003; UMOH and ORC Macro, 2006). For 
young people aged 15–19 years, the proportion of young women infected 
with HIV (2.7 percent) is higher than that of young men (0.3 percent), an 
imbalance of great concern (UMOH and ORC Macro, 2006). 

Our research, which followed United Kingdom social research and 
Ugandan government ethical codes, involved working with 15 young 
women aged 15–19 years, from Busoga region in Eastern Uganda. The 
young women were invited to participate on the basis of being school at-
tendees. The research was conducted in English, a language common to 
the researchers and participants, the language used at school, and one that 
is widely used in Uganda as an oral and written medium in addition to the 
many local languages. Following initial meetings with the young women, 
we invited them to join a week of activities during the school holiday. This 
took the research out of the school setting, thus creating a separate space 
for young women’s work as opposed to a more public, mixed-sex setting. 

Because of the sensitive nature of the topic of sexual health, as well 
as the silence of young women, we selected participatory tools (draw-
ing, writing stories and describing aspirations, and participatory video 
drama) best suited to the telling of their life stories. These methods are 
engaging and safe, comfortable, acceptable, and practical—attributes 
that, scholars argue, are important in conducting research with young 
people (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010; Johnson et al., 1998). Also, these 
methods involved work by young women engaging singly or in groups, 
without having to interface with an adult researcher; this gave the young 
women some choices in how to tell their stories. Birgitta Rubenson et al. 
(2005) found that these techniques were important in their research with 
vulnerable young sex workers in Vietnam. 

We started the research process with exercises in the use of the two 
video cameras and then intended moving on to having young women 
create and film their stories; but, as will become clear later, they wanted 
to act in the films rather than direct them. The first activity went well, 
an introductory exercise that involved everyone saying something about 
herself into the camera, and then taking a turn to operate the camera. 
While we were outsiders, there appeared to be a leveling effect of our 
working together as novices in this way, as has been identified in other 
experiences of participatory video (Lunch and Lunch, 2006). 

We then asked young women to write about their lives, framing 
the brief as follows: write a story about a girl of Busoga saying what 
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challenges she faces. This approach was inspired by Sandra Harding 
(1998, 2004), who, as a starting point for feminist research, suggests 
exploring women’s lives in a general sense, rather than looking at ex-
ternally determined variables. This allows for a fuller representation of 
young women’s standpoints using their own language and narrative 
style. The 15 stories ranged from narratives about girls going to school 
and talking to friends to many that involved darker themes of parent-
daughter disagreement, forced marriage, rape, unwanted pregnancy, 
and HIV infection. 

We then invited the young women to create performances based on 
the individual written stories. They discussed this in groups, and all de-
cided to use an integrated theme, which, they explained, was appropriate 
given the real-life complexity and interconnectedness of the situations 
they described. This took a few hours to plan, and they worked under 
the trees, with some participants writing a scene narrative and some us-
ing a storyboard planner provided by the research team. Despite their 
newfound skills in operating the video cameras, participants all chose to 
perform while the adults did the filming; as mentioned, they chose to be 
actors rather than directors of the action. 

We had not anticipated this, although it did illustrate the pleasure 
they found in the dramatic process—a feature found by others using 
drama as a method (see Boal, 1979; Kafewo, 2008). The benefit of partici-
pants undertaking different roles would be their taking over the activity 
to a greater extent and promoting discussion and analysis between them-
selves as actors and operators, as well as experiencing the different views 
from the positions of actor and operator (see Boal, 1979). Videoing drama 
in participatory research offers a further benefit in providing opportuni-
ties for actors to see their performance afterward as well as experiencing 
it at the time. In this case, the enjoyment of seeing their performance 
promoted informal discussion among the young women, even though 
there was limited time for post-screening work. In the case of the Nige-
rian project mentioned earlier (Kafewo, 2008), an opportunity to involve 
key adults in the research was provided by having them see the dramas 
performed. In the case of our study, screenings provided opportunities 
for young women and researchers to reflect on the performances. Also, 
parents had a screening, with the approval of the young women, and this 
provided a platform for the emergence of their viewpoints.

There was strong common ground among the groups’ participatory 
video dramas: Each centered on a daughter as the main character who 
was involved in exchanges with parents, a rapist, and a husband. The 
daughters were presented with a choice made by their parents that led 
to their leaving school or home, getting married, or going on the street 
and culminated with the daughter being raped and infected with HIV. 
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Although a textual representation of the young women’s performances 
flattens the impact, we present a short synopsis of one of the participa-
tory video dramas:

A widow is trying to cope with three daughters after the death of her 
husband. She says over and over that she cannot cope anymore and she 
calls her daughters to tell them they must marry.

Mother (sitting alone): I am tired of this home. I don’t know what I will do. 
Since their father died, I am tired of the orphans. I don’t know what they 
can bring. I don’t want to care for them. I am tired of coping with them.

The most outspoken daughter tries to resist.

Daughter: For me, I first take care of my future before I get married. 
You are even lying! The government says a girl shouldn’t marry until 
18 years.

But the mother is insistent.

Mother: Excuse me. Give me a break! Me, I don’t follow the government 
of today. If you deny to get married, you have to look for where to live 
and leave my home.

This outspoken daughter goes off, and meets a strange man. 

Man (enters and takes a seat): Now, it is time to look for a girl. I am go-
ing to look. (He sees the daughter coming and stands up with hand on 
hip.) She is the one. Hello, young girl.

Daughter: Hello.

Man: How are you?

Daughter: I am fine.

Man: I have been looking for a girl, now I have met you. So, I love you.

Daughter (hand on hip and in a surprised and contemptuous voice): 
Think about what you have said!

Man (repeats with his hand on hip): I love you.

Daughter: You are even lying. You find your level best. I’m not even 
your size. You are not my age. How can I love you? How can my family 
hear that I love such a man? Don’t even familiar me.

Man: Now, if you receive me . . . (he grabs her).

Daughter (cries): Mummy, Mummy—help me!

She returns to her mother, who is grief-stricken by the news that her 
daughter has been raped and is HIV positive.
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Analyzing the Dramas: Implications for 
Participatory Video as a Feminist Method

Celia Kitzinger (2007) describes data analysis in relation to feminist 
methods as a crucial challenge given the researchers’ dominant voice 
when they are attempting to make space for women’s voices and 
knowledge. Also, a participatory agenda promotes the notion of co-
production as offering, at the very least, a greater space for the voice 
of the participant to be included in the analysis of the data (Cornwall 
and Jewkes, 1995). We found ourselves in the situation of having these 
powerful dramas with limited time for a structured post-screening pro-
cess by participants and researchers together and, therefore, limited op-
portunity for any co-produced analysis. Indeed, in considering our next 
steps we were conscious of the tension between the feminist agenda of 
exploration of young women’s representations as an academic exercise 
in feminist theorizing and the proper agenda of participatory research 
that is co-produced analysis (Kesby, Kindon, and Pain, 2005; Kindon, 
Pain, and Kesby, 2007).

In the end we, as researchers, carried out the analysis, building on 
the participatory design and data collection processes, using a feminist 
arts-based approach. We looked not only for the obvious realistic ele-
ments of the participatory video dramas but also for the critical and 
subversive dimensions: What was missing or distorted? Were there less 
obvious themes or messages? What special dramatic techniques were 
used to make a critical point that might highlight moments of resistance 
and views on change? Gillian Rose (2001) and Griselda Pollock (1988), in 
their use of feminist analysis to understand women’s visual work, sug-
gest that an arts-based approach is capable of bringing out multilayered 
meanings reflecting the complexities and those aspects of women’s lives 
that are often hidden.

What the participatory video dramas affirm is that young women 
have strong voices and that they are a rich source of embedded knowl-
edge about the sexual health context of their lives. They use multiple 
voices—“badly behaved” and “good” daughters—and they enact these 
different roles. Although the daughters are central to the plots, the most 
vocal characters are the parents, mainly the mothers, but also one fa-
ther. This seems representative of young women’s continued respect for 
adults, particularly parents, as well as reflecting the focus of their lives in 
the home, and with their mothers. Other voices are those of a neighbor, 
a husband, and a rapist, giving a real sense of how young women’s lives 
are populated and the importance of kin and other significant relation-
ships (Ankrah, 1993). While parents are portrayed in the dramas in a 
nuanced way, sometimes sympathetically and other times critically, men 
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in general, another important group in the lives of young women, are 
portrayed in quite a negative way.

The style in which men are depicted through voice and body says 
much about gender relations in an environment in which intergenera-
tional sexual relations, which overlap with a social acceptance of coercive 
sex, are commonplace (Luke, 2003, 2005; Moore and Biddlecom, 2006). 
Yet young women express some resistance to such gender norms. For 
instance, see the daughter’s challenge to the rapist in the drama above: 
“Think about what you have said.” The extract here provides an example 
of the portrayal of a man as cocky and confident. His declaration of love 
is cheeky and at odds with his body language: hand on outthrust hip. 
This kind of “power over” is enacted through domination, coercion, 
authority, manipulation, inducement, and seduction (Allen, 2003; Joshi, 
2010), and this perhaps indicates that young women perceive men to 
be in possession of these modalities. Yet Mike Kesby’s (2007) poststruc-
turalist analysis of power also urges us to consider power as refracted 
through social norms and as dispersed within the discourses and prac-
tices that position men as powerful. As illustrated in the dramas, the 
embodied nature of power is a vital element, although it would appear 
that it is often neglected in other kinds of participatory research. Partici-
patory video drama served here as a powerful instrument to represent 
such complex power and gender relations, as well as indicating young 
women’s viewpoints and resistances (Hollander and Einwohner, 2004; 
Cahill, 2010). 

Some voices convey resistance through humor as well as assertive-
ness by using, for example, dissonance between expectations and what 
happens. We see this in the contrast between the pose adopted by the 
daughter in the drama, kneeling to speak to her mother, and her strong 
words: “The government says a girl shouldn’t marry until 18 years.” This 
example prompted laughter from the actors and the camera operator. 
Foucault (1977) suggests the value of a nuanced consideration of power 
is that it lacks rigidity or any monolithic form, and it is defined, rather, 
by the concurrent existence of resistance, as represented in this example. 

Viewing the dramas as video offers an opportunity for actors-as-
audience to reflect on their performance. The technique of humor as 
a means of resistance seems to have a crucial role here for the young 
women. The point about humor and other, related techniques (see Scott, 
1985, in his aptly titled Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant 
Resistance) is that they make resistance possible using various embodied 
elements such as voice and gesture, and they are permitted to do so in 
the environment of entertainment and, of course, in the safe gendered 
space of this research. This differs from other, more normative spaces, 
such as formal discussions, in which it is difficult for young women to 
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speak out, let alone get away with resistance and critique (Hollander and 
Einwohner, 2004). 

The dramas portray effectively a sense of young women’s strong 
desires for schooling, freedom of choice, and security from trouble. These 
desires fit broadly within a gender empowerment agenda (Kabeer, 1999; 
Parpart, 2002; Sharp et al., 2003), especially in terms of promoting female 
education as well as HIV-prevention goals. Also, the young women ex-
press desire to move away from prescribed gender roles and norms. For 
example, they represent resistance to certain practices that can be inter-
preted as being constitutive of the patriarchal cultural context of Busoga 
(Sorenson, 1996), such as the tradition of arranged early marriage, which 
is sometimes a means for the family to get out of financial difficulty. 

Yet young women have a mature understanding of how difficult 
life can be for their parents. There is a strong sense in the dramas of 
the young women’s vulnerability in the face of a hostile environment, 
including negative swings in the fortunes of their parents, that can often 
have a direct impact on them. The dramas reveal a strong sense of the 
agency of young women being constructed and fashioned through the 
weight of socioculturally constructed gender roles and newly emerging 
ones. Gender relations are critically important to young women’s sexual 
health, and more broadly to their well-being (Diamond, 2006). Young 
women in this research are highlighting problematic gender relations, 
and a first stage in addressing these is to understand their dynamics and 
the way in which they are experienced. 

We learned a great deal from this process of analysis about the 
power of participatory video drama for storytelling, especially the role 
of counter-narratives in representing difficult themes, and some indica-
tions of the potential of post-screening work. Participants created dramas 
and acted in them; they watched their performances and chatted about 
them; they showed them to parents, which initiated some further discus-
sion. We, as researchers, filmed performances and analyzed repeated 
screenings while thinking that there was potential for more in relation to 
improving HIV prevention.

Conclusion: Participatory Video 
Drama as a Feminist Method?

The aim of this chapter is to argue that participatory video, specifically 
combined with drama, is an innovative method with considerable value 
when it is inspired by feminism. Despite our novice status, we found from 
our research in Uganda that participatory video drama is, potentially, a 
powerful collaborative and critical means for young women to articulate 
their voices. In line with the goals of feminist methodologies (Harding, 
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2004; Kitzinger, 2007), we found that the processes of story making and 
performance offered young women scope to create individualized and 
powerful scenes to express their lifeworlds and to explore embedded 
power relations. Cahill (2010) and Kesby et al. (2002) point to the need to 
express resistance and to rehearse change in such power relations, and 
this proved to be a good platform for doing this in its acknowledgment 
of the difficult environment that shapes young women’s lives. Moreover, 
the embedded nature of the dramas is valuable in representing and com-
municating difficult issues of gender and sexuality. 

Working with participatory video drama in this private space meant 
that participants did not have to speak in front of powerful others, and 
it also allowed them to take on alternative personae and voices and to 
interact with other characters as active agents in their stories (see Boal, 
1979). The young women in this research seemed to grow in confidence 
as they expressed themselves and then watched their performances: we 
argue, therefore, that participatory video drama has potential for access-
ing young women’s voices and for deepening participation in contexts 
in which voicelessness is experienced. The fact that young women are 
seldom listened to is a major barrier to their agency in a hostile environ-
ment of poverty and risk to their sexual health. Here, in contrast, there 
appeared to be a degree of acceptability of performance as a medium of 
expression by young women and parents as audience. 

This experience differs from much current feminist research method-
ology that centers on the researcher’s interpretations of data to theorize 
in relation to issues of marginalization, representation, and voice (Kitz-
inger, 2007). Our experience of participatory video drama with young 
women in Uganda shows that there is a role here for a feminist academic 
discourse that highlights issues of power and that informs feminist 
theory, but we also recognize that there is need here, too, for a feminist 
social-change agenda, more in line with that of participatory research, to 
address issues of sexual health (see Cornwall, 2003). Indeed, this experi-
ment might be viewed more as collaborative video, with a much greater 
role for the researcher, than as participatory video (see Banks, 2001; Pink, 
2001). For participation to be realized it is clear that further steps must 
be taken in use of the method. From our experiences here, such steps 
would involve developing participatory video, combined with drama, 
beyond the initial story making and performance to incorporate a more 
structured approach to post-screening work, taking into consideration 
the barriers to a change agenda, especially those of power and gender 
inequality in the context. 

In an HIV-prevention project in Vietnam, aiming to destabilize 
harmful social and sexual norms through drama, Cahill (2010) found 
that participants represented the status quo instead of opening up the 
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possibilities for change. A “hidden thought” technique was introduced: 
participants were asked to explore different interpretations of each of the 
characters’ actions as a means of challenging the status quo (p. 158). Such 
structured tools in a post-screening phase could form the basis of further 
collaborative and transformative work.

Taking participatory feminist research into the domain of young 
male and adult voices, such as those of teachers and parents, is also vital 
(Cornwall, 2000). An extension of this experiment might involve young 
men and women working together to explore issues of power, although 
this would provide a special challenge for researchers and other adults, 
such as those working in schools, given the difficulties of the subject mat-
ter in this environment. It requires new skills, not only to develop safe 
spaces in which to use participatory video drama, but also in managing 
tools for post-performance work that can lead to emancipation, such as 
the hidden thought technique mentioned earlier (Lundy, 2007; Cahill, 
2010). Crucial to this argument is the recognition of the importance of a 
transaction or exchange between young people and adults in effecting 
social change (Mannion, 2010). This study involved such an exchange 
using participatory video drama for research related to HIV prevention. 
This transaction is inevitably situated within the enactment of power by 
adults, but, it is argued, it could be more or less transformative for all 
involved depending on the skills and experience those adults bring to the 
change project (Lundy, 2007; Mannion, 2010). 

Note

Thanks go to the young women participants in this research for giving their 
time and sharing their experiences so generously. We thank, too, Cathy Watson, 
Patrick Walugembe, and Evelyn Namubiru of Straight Talk Foundation for en-
abling us to undertake this research. 
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