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Abstract 

Dahal, Pranab (2020). Putting Scientific Research and Performing Arts Together: A 

Quest for Equality, Linnaeus University Dissertations No 398/2020, ISBN: 978-91-

89283-08-4 (print), 978-91-89283-09-1 (pdf). 

Background 

Gender inequality and violence are prevalent globally affecting women with 

discriminatory practices and victimizations. The oppressions majorly arise due to 

systemic inequalities and power hierarchies. Interventions targeting to end 

inequality and violence are increasing and this thesis compares the outcomes of 

participatory Forum Theater.  

Aim 

This thesis aimed to develop and test the efficacy of Forum Theater for promoting 

gender equality and reducing violence against women in the Morang district of 

eastern Nepal.  

Method 

This thesis stands on the findings from epidemiological studies. Study I was 

conducted with sex trafficking survivors using focus group discussion and the 

analysis used a content analysis method. The baseline study (II) reached 2000 

samples in twenty randomly selected villages. Quantitative data collection used a 

method of self-administered Color-Coded Audio Computer-Assisted Self-

Interviews. A total of thirty Forum Theater, three times each over a year were 

organized in ten randomly selected intervention villages. Qualitative studies (III and 

IV) conducted between the interventions used six focus group discussions and thirty 

individual interviews. The evaluation study (V) reached 1210 samples in both 

groups. Quantitative analysis used descriptive and inferential statistical methods and 

qualitative analysis used constructivists grounded theory. 

Results 

Study I find social stigma and lack of opportunities as major challenges for the 

reintegration of sex trafficking survivors. Study II identifies the prevalence of gender 



inequitable beliefs and violence influenced by norms, attitudes, and practices. Study 

III develops a theoretical model of power-play to exhibit nurturers of gender 

inequitable beliefs and resulting violence. Study IV finds Forum Theater 

interventions have increased the ability of audiences to negotiate for change. Study 

V finds that intervention groups compared to the comparison groups have 

developed more gender-equitable beliefs and stronger opinions on equality.  

Conclusion 

The use of Forum Theater has motivated and increased the ability of participants 

to develop opinions and negotiate for establishing equitable beliefs. Forum Theater 

enables the inclusion of oppressed voices and provides a safer environment to end 

oppressions providing multiple solutions. This thesis informs academicians and 

practitioners on the nuances of efforts required in establishing equality and reducing 

violence. Further testing of Forum Theater is recommended.  

Keywords: drama, awareness, community participation, gender-based violence, 

gender inequality, human trafficking, Nepal 
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BACKGROUND 

Nepal: an introduction 

In the year 2017, Nepal provided an exemplary decision for the global 

community. Specifically, the Government of Nepal made history by appointing 

women in three different key positions (Panthi 2017). This decision paved a 

way for Nepalese women to become president of the country, speaker of the 

constituent assembly, and chief justice of the supreme court. Nepal has 

persistently shown its commitment by endorsing and ratifying several protocols, 

international covenants, declarations to safeguard the equality and rights of 

women. Nepal is a party to seven of the nine principal international treaties. 

Among others, Nepal is a signatory of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 

Action (BPfA) and has adopted the Convention for Elimination of All Forms of 

Discriminations against Women (CEDAW), which are a few of the major 

developed milestones for promoting gender inclusion and sensitivity, reducing 

discrimination, violence, and abuse and for the highest attainment of equitable 

opportunities. Moreover, Nepal has developed several national legislations, 

laws, acts, and policies aiming to ensure justice and rights to end impunity 

against women. The constitution of the nation also guarantees the protection of 

women’s rights and takes a pledge to end all forms of discrimination rising from 

gender bias (Government of Nepal 2015). Nepal has also recently entered a new 

era of political and administrative restructuring with federalism, aiming for 

local autonomy, self-governance, and participatory localized development. This 

has further provided space for greater inclusion of women and their concerns in 

the mainstream political and socio-economic arenas.  

   

A genuine question however pops up into our mind. How come a country with 

such a stride and persistent commitment to providing equality for women shares 

a gender inequality index of 0.476 and ranks 115 out of 162 countries? (UNDP 

2019). There might be numerous answers and the likelihood of several questions 

arising with each of those several answers. Before further exploration, it is 

imperative to understand Nepal briefly. Nepal is a multi-ethnic country with 

125 different caste and ethnic groups scattered over the country, speaking 123 

different languages (CBS 2018). This positions Nepal as a heterogeneous 

society, built of intricate strands of unique socio-cultural fabrics, producing a 

diversity of customs, traditions, and belief systems. Nepal had long been hidden 

from the rest of the world until the then British Indian Government identified a 

fierce but loyal warrior, which tempted them to establish a whole regiment 

incorporating these brave Gurkha soldiers from Nepal in 1815 for their colonial 

expansions (Kaphle 2015). Fast forward through time, Nepal made headlines 

during 1953 in the international media when the highest peak of the world, 
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Mount Everest, located in Nepal was scaled by humans (Editors 2020). Nepal 

again gained fame during the era of the 1960s and 1970s, but this time it was 

tinted fame. The infamous Hippie movement reintroduced this latently nested 

country to the outsiders; since then, the frontiers of Nepal have remained open 

(Liechty 2005). Some of the recent events making Nepal noticeable in the global 

arena include the Royal massacre leading to the establishment of Nepal as a 

republic nation (Bearak 2001), a decade long bloody civil revolution killing 

more than 17,000 people (Shakya 2011), and a natural disaster of the earthquake 

in 2015 whose aftershocks still jolt the nation. 

 

Nepal might have a very brief international history, but its society, culture, 

religion, and tradition dates to the prehistoric era. Nepal has a recorded history 

from earlier than 3,500 to 4,000 years dating back to the Aryan Vedic 

civilization and its practices, and the folklores based on the oral history dates 

even further back (Shrestha 2001). Based on the available information, an 

inference can be drawn that Nepal today exists with its vibrant cultural heritage, 

tradition, diversity, and is identified as a unique melting pot of myriads of 

society and culture.   

Nepal: situating gender inequality and violence 

against women 

 

The social hierarchy based on the caste system is present in Nepal. This 

hierarchical system provides membership to an individual, based on heredity 

and occupations; furthermore, it dictates rules of purity, assigning a few of the 

castes as the untouchables (Berreman 1973). Nepal was the only Hindu 

Kingdom until recently, and the caste system with its roots in religion had been 

the way of life for centuries (Heinze and Höfer 1981). The society of Nepal also 

exhibits patriarchal norms fostering structural inequality, providing greater 

agency for men but limiting women’s advantages and opportunities (Boyce and 

Coyle 2013; Pigg 1992; Wamala and Ågren 2002). These male-centric 

arrangements are visible in all spheres of the social, political, and economic 

organization of life promoting hierarchies, subordination, and systemic 

inequalities for women (Farmer et al. 2006). Most often, women in Nepal are 

restricted inside their homes, have lesser access to life opportunities, and lesser 

involvement in decision-making on issues affecting their lives (Atteraya, 

Gnawali, and Song 2015; Lamichhane et al. 2011). On the other hand, the men 

in the Nepalese society are positioned higher and are expected to be the 

breadwinner and the protector of their families. These men intend to earn 

respect and obedience from women and are socially expected to discipline 

women to achieve this honor (Ghimire, Axinn, and Smith-Greenaway 2015). 

The inequality, present in Nepal, mostly arises from socio-cultural norms, 
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religious ideologies, and strict adherence to the traditionally defined set of roles 

and responsibilities (UNFPA 2008).  

 

It remains elusive whether the political participation of women and holding of 

key positions resonates with what Collier (1974) referred to as, “Women are 

seldom seen as political actors but rather as pawns to be used in the political 

maneuvers of men” (p. 89). It is certain that with the given background of social 

hierarchy, rampant inequality, and the omnipresent patriarchy, the political 

system of Nepal must also show influence of male supremacy and dominance 

exhibited at each spectrum of Nepalese daily life. The grassroots women of 

Nepal have not been able to reap the greatest benefits, despite women's 

projected leadership and top key position holdings. Having said that, the society 

showing the greatest tradition of male supremacy and women’s subordination 

has initiated, allowing women with leadership, 33% parliamentary and state 

institution reservation for women; moreover, the fresh start with devolution of 

authority at the local level ushers hopes for greater mainstreaming of the 

women’s agendas. A conflict however emerges during this transition when 

preparedness is absent. Nepalese society is currently resting its one foot on its 

traditional past but desires to take a giant leap with the other foot to a promised 

empowered future for women. However, the internalization of traditional social 

norms and expectations ingrained in society, structures, culture, and daily life 

has been influencing the subjectivities for both men and women (UNDP 2014).  

Nepal is a patriarchal society, with greater pressures on women to follow strict 

social conventions and norms, where women constantly face sanctions and 

discrimination. Despite legal reforms in Nepal, women continue to face 

inequalities due to hegemonic norms embedded in the socio-cultural 

institutions, as exhibited in the daily interactions (Leve 2007). Violence against 

women is identified as the major cause of death and disability for women 

(UNIFEM 2007) and a major public health risk worldwide (WHO 2005). It is 

not just an issue affecting an individual but also a political concern, and a means 

of controlling women under established social structures and ideologies (Carter 

2015; Dobash and Dobash 1983; Hunnicutt 2009; Standing and Parker 2011). 

The victimization of women limits women to establish and enjoy their inherent 

rights, as most of the infringement of the rights and violence takes place inside 

the private sphere which is largely unnoticed (Cook 1995; Freeman 2009).  

 

Violence against women in Nepal arises mostly due to the lower social status of 

women, illiteracy, economic dependency, patriarchal society, sex trafficking, 

alcohol-related abuse, dowry-related violence, infidelity, extramarital affairs of 

the husband, unemployment, and denial of sex with the husband (Deuba et al. 

2016; Government of Nepal 2012; Sharma and SRIF/SNV 2007). This violence 

disproportionately affects women such as ethnic women, Dalit, Tharu, terai 

origin, single women, etc. who face intersecting and multiple discriminations 
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(Šimonović 2019). The common violence faced by women in Nepal includes 

domestic violence, dowry-related-violence, witchcraft accusation, forced 

prostitution, and trafficking, which are rooted in practices of gender-based 

inequality (Standing and Parker 2011; The Asia Foundation 2010). Despite 

facing continuous violence, Nepalese women tend to repress it with silence due 

to fear of breaking up the relationship, receiving less love and affection from 

the family, fear of social norms by going against men, lack of faith in the justice 

system, and the threat of increased violence (Joshi 2009). Many societies, 

including the Nepalese society, recognize violence as a private affair requiring 

discussion only within the family. This has led to the underreporting of 

incidences of violence (Joshi and Kharel 2008). 

 

Overview of the study sites 

The restructuring of Nepal as per the adoption of the newer constitution in 2015 

has located the Morang district in province number 1 in eastern Nepal. The 

temporary numerical representation of the province itself suggests that this 

restructuring is fresh, with the consensus on assigning the name yet to happen. 

The Morang district lies in the eastern region of Nepal, inhabiting a mixed 

population of close to a million people with Biratnagar as its provincial 

headquarters. The elevation of the district ranges from 60 to 2,410 meters and 

consists mostly of fertile plain lands. It shares its border to the north with the 

foothills of the Himalayas, Jhapa in east and Sunsari in west and India in the 

south (CBS 2017). The difference in the population status and other various 

development indicators among the rural and urban areas in the district varies 

considerably (Pandey and Shrestha 2014). 

 

The available data suggest that close to sixty-three percent of women are literate 

in Morang and only twenty-five percent of the total household in the district is 

headed by a female (CBS 2017). Less than thirty-eight percent of women have 

more than ten years of schooling and less than twelve percent of women are 

involved in foreign employment out of the total migrating population for work 

(ibid). The available figures indicate that females lack life opportunities and are 

involved in lesser decision-making. The sex-disaggregated data on Morang is 

scarce, but inferences and assumptions can be drawn on the inequalities faced 

by the women in area. Like the rest of the nation, the shadow of patriarchy and 

the unscalable ladder of gender hierarchy may have equally affected women in 

the district.  

 

Women in the district have been facing violence, but almost no study exists to 

situate their exact conditions. The data gap largely limits the opportunity to 

obtain conclusive evidence, but speculation can be made that the nature of 
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violence and victimization of women closely resemble to the other parts of the 

nation. The identified reasons for domestic violence affecting women in the area 

have been attributed to ignorance and lack of awareness/education, alcohol-

related abuses, poverty, and unequal power relations (Pandey and Shrestha 

2014). A previous study identifies that witnessing violence against women was 

a common sighting in the plain areas of Nepal, and the incidence of men as 

perpetrators was higher compared to the women (UNDP 2014). The same study 

has identified that lower education and economic status of women has resulted 

in a greater approval of the violence and its internalization (ibid).  

 

The plain areas of Nepal, including Morang, report several harmful and 

traditional practices amongst which witchcraft accusation and dowry-related 

incidences are more prevalent. The witchcraft accusation is a cultural belief 

based on the superstition of magic and spell casting. Tortures and extremes of 

degrading treatments such as physical punishments and forceful feeding of 

human excreta are a few common practices against the accused women (Gurung 

2016). Despite prohibited by the law with the enforcement of the Anti-

Witchcraft Bill in 2017, this practice still occurs rampantly, with perpetrators 

walking freely and above the law. The dowry-related offenses are also on the 

rise in the plain of Nepal including Morang. The dowry exchanges occur during 

a marriage and the bride's family pays in cash and kind to the groom’s family. 

Although dowry-related offenses are also punishable by the law in Nepal, 

women continue to face physical and psychological abuses due to dowry related 

malpractices. 
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THEORETICAL BASE AND 

PERSPECTIVES 

Gender inequality and violence 

The biological differences between males and females do exist, and within these 

differences’ nature has endowed females with an additional reproductive 

function of childbearing and provided males with a larger anatomical 

framework with more physical strength and agility. The evolution of humans 

has always been the quest for better alternatives, with early humans recognizing 

these fundamental differences between the sexes, resulting in work divisions 

over time that emerged as the primary differentiation of functioning and 

operatives differentiating the sexes. The offset of gender, the basic idea 

associated with each sex produced diversity of roles, responsibilities, norms, 

stigmas, etc. also produced gender hierarchies. This unequal status has led to 

multitudes of discrepancy for females, delimiting their choices, opportunities, 

freedom, and their increased risk for victimizations. These unwritten codes of 

hierarchies when further reinforced by a social, political, economic, and cultural 

process make any deviation difficult, thereby influencing the sustenance of 

budding inequalities. 

 

The earlier theories of inequalities were based on social hierarchies, where the 

major theories of inequalities, such as that of Marx and Weber, discuss stratified 

social class systems. Marx's idea of social class is determined primarily with 

occupational status, material possession, and wealth, which implies a slim 

possibility of the transformation of a proletariat to the bourgeoisie, provided 

wealth must be possessed (Marx and Sayer 1989). The Weberian model of 

inequality also addresses class, status, and institutions identifying power-related 

conflicts in a society. These power relations, emphasized by Weber, are also 

transposable by acquiring one; thus, once a victim is always never a victim, 

provided the power can be dispensed on will (Brennan 1997). This fundamental 

premise of Marx and Weber describes the functioning of any given society, also 

providing hope to the people at the bottom rung of the social ladder, for whom 

through class struggle and class shift, the exploitation can come to an end. The 

realities expressed by these classic economic and social models, however, do 

not remain valid across all societies. The privilege to exercise the power based 

on the birth provided by the clan, ethnicity and the family can make class-based 

models of inequalities delusive. Societies exist across the world, where 

privileged power groups have invented and established systems where a class 

shift is almost impossible. In the South Asian region, the Hindu society still 

identifies and practices a hierarchy of class established by birth. The religious 



10 

and cultural pundits identify this as an occupational division, but this contributes 

to the fragmentation of society by creating hierarchies, discriminations, and 

inequalities. Although sex is biologically determined, certain power, prestige, 

and privilege assigned to the sexes are universal. Gender inequality with male 

supremacy and female submission is often the result of these differences in 

practices. 

 

Patriarchy is identified as one of the reason for inequality. It gives an account 

of the historical description of the systematic subordination, faced by women 

and the development of androcentric norms, ideologies, and structures. 

Patriarchy has emerged because of the different processes working 

simultaneously during the known evolution and revolution in the history of 

humankind. The patriarchal structures, developed during the rise of civilization, 

were periodically reinforced in various epochs, which have contributed to the 

subordination of women and their enslavement, with several created binding 

norms (Lerner 1987). The patriarchal operatives are so deeply rooted in our 

cognition that we often comply with it and understand it as a basic code for the 

needed human social process. The concept of performativity (Butler 2004) 

suggests that the identity of a woman is contentious and challenges the binary 

category of gender and sexual orientation. The performance of women that we 

observe is the dictated concept of female orchestrated performances. The 

schooling of these ideologies results due to gender socialization starting at an 

early age, with a reservation of stereotypes with the assignment of a pink dress 

for a girl and blue denim for the budding macho boys. Postmodernism has 

contributed to re-explore and raise a question on the discourses, contemporary 

definitions, and the developed theories of gender inequalities. The discourses 

oozing from feminism are not any less controversial; rather, the Eurocentric 

model of the western feminism is heavily criticized as a façade to create colonial 

modes of representation (Bourque, Dore, and Molyneux 2001). The west-led 

movement of equality, with a monolithic and homogenous representation of 

third world women, has faced severe criticism (Mohanty 1986). The 

development of intersectionality with the inclusion of social and political 

processes incorporating race, gender, class, and ethnicity tries to fill in the 

existing gaps, which have failed to include the discrimination and inequalities 

faced by marginalized women groups (Crenshaw 1991). The influence of 

society on an individual and the impact of social processes on an individual is a 

continuous process. The learned behavior adapted from society and culture 

transposes to an individual through the process of socialization. The agents for 

socializing exist at each spectrum of social life and are not only limited to 

family; on the contrary, peers, school, media, religion, and social institutions, 

all function to assign gender identities and organize people’s lives according to 

the stipulated specific roles (Ridgeway 2011). Most of these social institutions 

and processes, headed by men under a patriarchal hood, assign terms and 
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conditions for socialization that largely favor men. The agency, opportunity, 

flexibility, and free will rest on men, allowing them to govern and dictate 

women's actions and reactions. These processes build and nurture the ideation 

of gender status beliefs (Blakemore, Berenbaum, and Liben 2008), which 

qualifies males with more esteem, influence, and thereby catapults men to 

greater social heights, forcing women to accept and internalize the developed 

pseudo differences. This eventually leads to the establishment of men and 

women as different social groups, with unmatched hierarchies creating identity 

and stereotypes associated with each group. This assumption of the different 

traits tends to diverge from the self-perception and amplifies with the common 

consensual voices provided by the masses (Ridgeway and Correll 2004). The 

cultural expectation enforces individuals to internalize and adhere to gender 

games, with strict compliance with the norms for developing prescribed social 

order (Delamont and Epstein 1991). The gender belief and social-relational 

contexts contribute to maintaining established systems that further get its 

nutrients from the developed biased views on the stature and competence 

differentiating the sexes (Dietz 1985). The gender systems operate to produce 

differences in the opportunity and social positions affecting choices and a loose 

end controlling women's access to power (Brock 1990). The rising structural 

inequality has its firm footing in perpetuating subjugation, and inequality uses 

multiple methods of hierarchy, control, and the use of force (Humm 1990; 

Millet 1970). The structural system of men’s supremacy and domination is thus 

sustained through projected stereotypes, stigmas, sanctions, and controls 

(Gaventa 1980). Unlike other forms of oppression, systematic inequalities also 

seek consent from the oppressed, which further helps to legitimize oppression 

as a normal occurrence (Bunch and Carrillo 1998; UN 1993). The key elements 

of perpetuating inequality are often processes of socialization, gender 

stereotyping, and a constant threat of violence (Felson and Outlaw 2007). 

Violence against women in this context can be identified as the manifestation 

of structural inequality, where men are constantly attempting to gain power and 

control over the women (Butchart, Brown, and Mikton 2008).    

 

Sex trafficking is a modern-day form of slavery, in which women’s participation 

in the commercial sex act is induced by fraud, force, or coercion (Katharine, 

Angela, and Deborah 2002). The fact that women are objectified as sex 

commodities is one of the prominent underlying causes for the trafficking of 

women into prostitution (D’Cunha 2002). Trafficking for commercial sexual 

exploitation is the most virulent form of trafficking. Furthermore, the movement 

of young girls from South Asian countries including Nepal to the Indian brothels 

is common, which takes place both across borders and within them. Moreover, 

trafficking movements from Nepal to the middle East, Africa as well as other 

newer destinations are on the constant rise. The risk of trafficking of women 

and girls is greater in Nepal due to the internal displacement, migration, poverty, 
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ignorance, and lack of opportunities. Moreover, the open porous borders and 

easier road access to India make it easy for the traffickers to traffic young 

Nepalese women to India and abroad using India’s airports. Globalization has 

encouraged the free mobility of capital, technology, and expertise while 

illiteracy, dependency, violence, social stigma, cultural stereotyping, gender 

disparity, and endemic poverty, among other factors, place women and children 

in powerless and non-negotiable situations, which are often capitalized by the 

relatively powerful traffickers. This has contributed, to a great extent, to the 

emergence and seemingly unstoppable growth of the problem of sex trafficking 

in the entire region (Huda 2006; Jha and Madison 2011; UNODC 2008). 

 

The links between globalization, industrialization, and trafficking indicate that 

women are required to leave their homes in search of a better life and that they 

also end up paying large sums of money to be smuggled to other countries in 

hopes of a better future, often ending up in sexual slavery (Joshi 2002). The 

occurrence of rural-urban migration while searching for life opportunities has 

also increased the risk of being trafficked for many girls. Either, they are sent 

from rural areas to cities to work under the arrangements of a broker, or they 

willingly migrate in search of employment (ILO 2001). It is known that the 

vulnerability to trafficking starts with the inequality caused by gender, caste, 

and poverty, and is aggravated further by the alienation of internally displaced 

people caused by political, economic, and environmental factors. Both men and 

women are known to be the traffickers, and they often come from the area where 

trafficking originates. Furthermore, women who recruit new victims have often 

been trafficking survivors (Laipson and Pandya 2010). Although many of the 

trafficked women are aware that they will be migrating, they are deceived about 

the nature of the work and their inability to leave at will due to debt bondage; 

in addition, their future uncertainty on the working conditions make them a 

perpetual victim (Demir 2003). 
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Defining key concepts 

The section provides an operational definition of the key concept used in this 

thesis. 

 

Violence 

The term violence has no universal definition; the World Health Organization 

(WHO) defines violence as: 

 

The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, 
against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that 

either result in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, 
psychological harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation (Krug et al. 2002). 

 

The definition provided by the WHO fails to include the power dimension, 

which is intrinsically the basis for creating an abusive relationship. Another 

definition adds this power asymmetry and considers the possibility of arising 

violent acts, devoid of any use of brut physical force. This definition realizes 

the power relationship and broadens the horizon of violence beyond just 

physical acts.  

 

Violence against women is defined as,  

 

Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 

physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including 
threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 

occurring in public or in private life (Devries et al. 2013). 

 

Sex trafficking has been defined variously, and the widely accepted definition 

and the one used by this study borrows the definition from Article 3 of the 

Palermo Protocol (UN 2000), which describes trafficking of persons as:  

 

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, 
by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of 

vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve 
the consent of a person having control over another person, for the 

purposes of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the 
exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual 

exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery or other practices similar to 

slavery, servitude, or removal of organs. 
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Epistemological assumptions 

Gender is a social construct, and the further construction of inequalities based 

on this constructed normative is a commonly perceived reality of the present 

world. The explanation of gender and gender-based inequalities is diverse, and 

it differs from cultures, societies, and practices. This enables us to interpret the 

reality of gender and inequality as context-specific, which varies across time, 

space, and situations. Moreover, the constructs of gender and inequalities also 

differ significantly across shared realities of individuals and communities, 

thereby producing an array of conglomerate constructs. The embedded 

subjectivity in defining these plural realities is difficult to achieve with an 

objective approach. Gender inequality and violence emerge variously, and there 

are no universal and generalized yardsticks for its measurement. What 

constitutes inequality and violence to one subjective experience can be also 

understood as a normal occurrence to the other. In this realm of multiple 

realities, this thesis takes a philosophical position that reality can be known and 

constructed through meaningful interactions. This thesis acknowledges the 

existence of multiple realities that are produced through wide-ranging 

experiences, including knowledge, insights, understandings, and experiences.   

 

Epistemology involves a quest for the nature and forms of knowledge (Cohen, 

Manion, and Morrison 2007). The assumptions of epistemology largely focus 

on understanding how knowledge is created, attained, and transmitted, or put 

into simple terms it inquires what it means to know. Guba and Lincoln (1994) 

explain that epistemology asks questions and tries to understand what is the 

nature of the relationship between the would-be knower and what can be 

known? The choice of method for attaining knowledge varies. The feminists' 

perspective looks for the objectivity, and on the possibility and desirability of 

knowledge, production acquired through these detachments (Wylie, Potter, and 

Bauschspies 2010). The situated knowledge, on the other hand, attempts to 

explain that the construction of knowledge and its interpretation are dependent 

on the cultural settings with multiple interpretations based on the relationships, 

and supports the idea that the view from nowhere provides only partial 

perspectives (Haraway 1988). The explanation of the phenomenon obtained by 

deductive hypothesis-driven methods is possible utilizing the constructivist 

methods. This thesis is based on an epidemiological before and after study. The 

study has also utilized a participatory method. The thesis consists of a single 

study with exploration, two papers following the quantitative traditions, and the 

use of a constructivist approach in the two exploratory papers. It has allowed 

for an understanding of life experiences from the individual perspective and life 

experiences (Schwandt 1994). The process for identifying a situation and 

providing valid explanation compliments each other to produce knowledge. 

Every method has its strengths and limitations, but the selection of scrutinized 
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strengths can help us to reach closer to explaining the realities. The use of co-

construction of realities, utilizing the perception of both the researcher and the 

experiences of the subjects, provides a perspective-based and value-laden 

knowledge. 

 

The construction of knowledge, the choice of perspectives, and the area of 

interest also require realizing the ethical dimensions of knowledge production. 

The influence of norms, belief systems, and structures for culminating gender 

inequalities and violence varies considerably across societies and individuals. 

This thesis attempts to understand those underpinnings to comprehend 

experienced inequalities and victimizations. The thesis attempts to understand 

the stance of both the victims and the perpetrators, taking account of the 

complex social fabric and embedded cultural process. The choice of instruments 

used for knowledge production, the methods employed, and the interpretation 

of the findings was based on the positions and experiences.   

Theoretical platform   

This thesis believes that inequality and violence cannot exist in isolation and the 

existence of one influence the other to happen. Humans are social animals; 

hence, they cannot live in complete isolation. Various micro and macro factors 

are operative at different levels, influencing the way one interacts to produce 

the meaning of social living. Gender inequality and violence are cross-cutting 

issues and intersect with various institutions, processes, communities, and 

individuals.  The ecological model includes these complex realities and tries to 

explain various influencers. The socio-ecological model was inspired by the 

ecological systems theory, developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) on human 

development, where people's behavior and experience are understood at the 

intersecting levels of systems.  

 

The socio-ecological model adapted by Heise (1998) utilizes the Bronfenbrenne 

framework and conceptualizes violence as a multifaceted phenomenon 

grounded in the interplay of personal, situational, and socio-cultural factors. The 

socio-ecological model analyzes how societal and personal factors interact to 

gain an understanding of the occurrence of inequality and violence against 

women. The understanding of violence requires considering specificities of the 

relationship in which violence occurs as well as the stressors and cultural 

context in which violence is embedded (McHugh, Livingston, and Ford 2005). 

This model helps to understand gender and gender relations and learn about all 

kinds of violence and provides an opportunity to explore situations beyond 

definitions of patriarchy. 
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The use of this model also explicitly explains the inequalities and violence 

emerging in a divergent and heterogeneous society like Nepal. The 

intersectionality associated with gender and education, social hierarchy, power 

relations, ethnicity, caste, etc. can be better situated with the use of the model.  

 

 
Figure 1: Social-ecological model Heise (1998) 

 

The ideology and the practice of patriarchy have been identified as the major 

cause of oppression of women and their continued risk and exposure to 

violence. Nepal is a predominantly patriarchal society, and it has relegated 

women to an inferior position. Patriarchy is understood as the practices and 

presence of social structures, where women face exploitation and oppression 

from males together with control over women’s sexuality and her productive 

and reproductive functions (Sylvia 1990). The thesis borrows the concept of 

hegemonic masculinity to understand more on gender relations, persistent 

inequality, and violent behavior of males. The concept of hegemony also 

enhances the explanation of patriarchy. The hegemony does not necessarily 

mean violence, although it could be supported by force; it means ascendancy 
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achieved through culture, institutions, and persuasion. These concepts are 

abstract rather than descriptive, defined in terms of the logic of a patriarchal 

gender system. It assumes that gender relations are historical, so gender 

hierarchies are subject to change; furthermore, newer ones might displace older 

forms of masculinity. The concept of hegemonic masculinity proposes to 

explain how and why men maintain dominant social roles over women and other 

gender identities and subordinated masculinities in each society. It is defined as 

the pattern of practice (that is, things are done, not just a set of role expectations 

or identity) that allows men’s dominance over women (Connell 1995). It 

embodies the most honored way of being a man and requires all men to position 

themselves accordingly, and it ideologically legitimizes the global 

subordination of women to men. Hegemony is a fluid concept in which men can 

adopt hegemonic masculinity when it is desirable, but the same men can 

distance themselves strategically from it. Consequently, masculinity represents 

not a certain type of man but, rather, a way that men position themselves through 

discursive practices (ibid). 
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GENDER AND HEALTH 

Every society function with expectations, norms, roles, and stigmas associated 

with gender. The construct of gender has qualified for unfair, unjust, and 

unequal treatment for half of the world’s population. To end gender-based 

inequalities, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations 

have targeted to end all forms of discrimination against all women and girls. It 

aims to eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public 

and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of 

exploitation (Ramana 2003). The genesis of gender-based differences is 

attributed to the primary functioning of culture, society, awareness level, and 

attitudes of the individuals. The differences created between the sexes have 

significantly affected women’s health. The World Bank estimates that 74 

percent of maternal deaths could be averted if all women had access to 

interventions that address complications of pregnancy and childbirth, especially 

emergency obstetric care (Sen, Ostlin, and George 2007). Gendered power 

relation is also the reason for the violence against women and the social 

determinants of health inequalities (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006). The women 

who have experienced physical or sexual violence are more likely to report 

overall poor health, pain, memory loss, and higher rates of induced abortion 

(Braveman and Gruskin 2003). The prevailing inequalities and stronger social 

sanctions have also affected women’s access to health information and services. 

This unfair and unjust treatment toward women is the result of strict social 

practice. These practices, although punishable by the law, are still in operation 

across many societies in the world. The gender determinants of health outcomes 

are not the result of a single operative but include intersections of several forces; 

these operate in unison with poverty, lack of awareness and education, and have 

been affecting millions of women worldwide. 

 

The social determinants of health move further beyond the biological sex 

division in determining health outcomes. The World Health Organization 

defines social determinants of health as “the conditions in which people are 

born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider set of forces and systems shaping 

the conditions of daily life” (WHO 2016). The socio-economic status, 

determining health inequalities include education, income, health-related 

behavior, and access to healthcare (Mackenbach et al. 2008). The exposure to 

health risks is determined by the respective ascribed social gender roles and 

responsibilities. The relatively heavily built man is more actively engaged in 

physically demanding works compared to women who are mostly involved in 

the care and service-related jobs (ILO 2017). These inequalities among males 

and females primarily exist due to the difference in the socio-economic 
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conditions, which are largely based on the gendered division (Marmot et al. 

2008). 

 

Gender as the determinant of health recognizes the existence of different social 

realities. These differences in socially expected roles and responsibilities 

require both sexes to perform differently. Gender status often determines access 

to various life opportunities, freedom, control, decision-making, etc. These 

inequalities influence individual biological, material, and psychosocial 

conditions, resulting in health inequalities (Solar and Irwin 2010). The presence 

of gender inequality further contributes to the development of social norms and 

orders, creating a hierarchy-based structure (Ridgeway 2014). The determinants 

of health inequality differ from the determinants of health, which helps to 

understand the root causes and conditions where hierarchy is established in 

socially determined conditions (Graham and Kelly 2004; Marmot 2007). The 

gender norms are often complex, and they intersect with varieties of social 

factors to produce adverse health outcomes.   

Gender as a priority 

The SDGs aim to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls by 

2030 (UN Women 2015). The major goal includes the elimination of harmful 

practices, the provision of equal rights, decision-making, and access to sexual 

reproductive health. The accession of gender equality, as the major development 

goal, recognizes it as a crucial development agenda. Gender inequality 

establishes itself as a crosscutting affair linked with other various issues, making 

it a complex phenomenon. The gender disparity differs variously in the world. 

Middle- and low-income countries exhibit greater gender inequality compared 

to high-income countries.  

 

The World Development Report identifies that primary and secondary 

educational attainment for girls is much lower in sub-Saharan Africa and South 

Asia (World Bank 2011). Despite education recognized as the foundation for 

life, the differences observed between male and female educational attainment 

curtail equal growth opportunities for women. Access to education helps to 

bring agency and produce significant changes in the cognitive ability, which, in 

turn, is an essential prerequisite for women to question, to reflect, and to act on 

the various situations affecting their lives (Jejeebhoy 1997). The OECD report 

suggests that education has a direct link to the GDP; it estimates that ensuring 

every child access to education and development of skills for participating in 

social affairs would help increase the GDP by 28% in a middle-income country 

and by 16% in high-income countries for the next 80 years (Hanushek and 

Woessmann 2015).   
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The education systems in most of the low-income countries are focused on 

increasing quantity rather than the quality of education services. The meeting 

of global targets of literacy and primary education, girl’s enrollment, etc. creates 

a rush, thereby compromising good education services. The program for 

education is mostly donor-driven and serves the interests of donors rather than 

focusing on the educational needs of a nation. My personal experiences in Nepal 

suggest that coupled with poor infrastructures and lack of adequately trained 

teachers with a focus on reaching every single household in the community, a 

school often shares two classrooms in the same class with a line dividing the 

blackboard. The teacher-student ratio and the class size are always undermined 

in these settings.  The education system in the low-income countries focuses on 

the enrollments rates, but never care to search for increasing education dropout 

rates, because global indicators often cite coverage and headcount, and turn a 

blind eye to the absentee student population. 

 

The gender disparities in education also exist due to simple infrastructural 

absence. It was identified that the enrollment ratio of female students surged in 

a community school in Nepal, and the reason identified was the presence of 

separate female toilets. These simple, yet important, issues sometimes tend to 

get overshadowed when holistic approaches are not apprehended. Moreover, 

the time during the menstrual period requires privacy for the adolescent female 

students and a welcoming toilet becomes a boon. These practical implications 

also must be considered for identifying the root causes of disparity for 

educational attainment for girls, apart from already burdening selective 

education priorities of the parents. 

 

Women have been poorly paid or not paid at all for their productive functions, 

both inside and outside of the home. It is estimated that a woman spends twice 

as much time on household chores, five times more on child-care, and about 

half as much time on market works compared to a man (Berniell and Sánchez-

Páramo 2011). Women's productive works inside the home are surprisingly not 

considered as work but only as unpaid responsibilities. The daily activities of a 

woman in the rural household start even before the dawn breaks and end late at 

night. Each day, in the name of fulfilling gender roles, she fetches drinking 

water, cooks three times a day, cares for children and the elderly, gets involved 

in agriculture and animal rearing, often finding no time for herself and the only 

reward she receives is an inferior position and social labeling of a feeble class. 

Despite women's staggering amount of work hours, access to economic 

opportunities is often negligent. It has been identified that gender inequality is 

more prevalent in countries that previously engaged in the structural adjustment 

program and presently integrated into the global market systems that have 

devalued women’s skills, fostered gender discrimination in employment, and 

increased vulnerability in the labor market (Tinker 1990; Ward 1993). The 
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system of inequalities rests in unequal pay. Despite the nature of work being 

similar in both formal and informal sectors of work, the pay differs 

considerably, proving the presence of an institutionalized system of oppression. 

The economic development targeting women help to reduce inequalities by 

relaxing the constraints a household faces and overcoming those 

discriminations in the home and other domains (Duflo 2012). Economic 

freedom and access to resources are major indicators for a better life, but women 

face hurdles to reach these opportunities. 

 

The estimation from the World Bank suggests that women are more likely to 

die compared to men in many middles- and low-income countries. Close to four 

million preventable deaths of women and girls under the age of 60 occur 

annually, out of which two-fifths occur as feticide, one-sixth in early childhood, 

and over one-third during their reproductive ages (Jejeebhoy 1997). The burden 

of risking lives even for preventable and treatable diseases identifies the 

enormity of this problem. Health is a basic right of every citizen, and the 

obligation bearer has to ensure it is achieved by the masses.  

 

The Hindu religious scripture says that a female has to be taken care of by her 

father when she is small; during her adulthood, the husband should take care of 

her; and during her old age, the son has to bear this duty. This lifetime narrative, 

which center stages a female and associates different males in her life, portrays 

women as being incapable of making decisions, and always requiring the 

presence of male to voice her concerns (rather, dictating her!). Decision-making 

is a democratic process, but millions of women lack this stature. Decision-

making involves exercising power in the best interest of the individual, group, 

or community. Women with economic access and control over the resources 

have larger decision-making power, and it increases many folds if social and 

cultural capital also remains dispensable and in reach of women (Klugman et 

al. 2014). To put it in simpler terms, any women endowed with economic 

recourses, social contacts, and education can influence decision-making. The 

representation of women in the political sphere is also minimal, with very few 

women leading from the front. The women who reach the level of political 

decision-making are often limited to soft ministries, while important portfolios 

are reserved for the male members (Krook and O’Brien 2012). The political 

systems are not alien and are in control of men, like the other establishments. 

The decision-making eventually becomes a number game, with specific 

reservations and quotas to support narration and the way prescribed by the men. 
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Gender violence, inequality, and health 

Although humans have free will, their choices are constrained. Similarly, the 

agency of this gender performance is detrimental to the context and 

circumstances for respective gender performance (Butler 1988). The variation 

in gender performance, based on expected roles and responsibilities, gives rise 

to inequality. The non-conformity and transgression of gender constructs can 

result in ill health due to prescribed sanctions and restrictions. This context of 

gender inequality is identified as a major contributor to the escalating culture of 

gender-based violence (Buscher 2005). Violence is a complex and multi-

dimensional phenomenon; thus, a single explanation for its common cause is 

difficult (Gill 2004). Similarly, the context of inequality is cross-cutting, where 

various influences act together with education, poverty, race, class, ethnicity, 

etc. in determining the health outcomes. There is the presence of norms in parts 

of society, which create barriers for women in attaining education. This 

installation of systemic ignorance can help develop a negative perception of 

women, devaluing their capabilities, and gender-biased belief (Abane 2004). 

This produces a negative impact on women regarding exposure to information 

and knowledge on health issues affecting their lives. The feminization of 

poverty, with lesser access and control over the resources, has also been 

identified as a contributor to inequality and violence. Along with social income 

inequality, financial dependability, opportunities for employment, and the 

differences in resource appropriation capacity among the partners escalate the 

likelihood of violence toward women (Bowlus and Seitz 2006). Inequalities 

arising for women due to lower education, unequal pay, and unemployment put 

women in a rather disadvantageous social position, which contributes to the 

escalation of risk factors for poor health attainment (WHO 2003, 2009). The 

mortality of women compared to men based on the existent socio-economic 

differences found that the mortality was larger for women (Koskinen and 

Martelin 1994). This is an indication of how cross-cutting issues intersecting 

with gender adversely affect the health outcome for women. 

 

Gender inequality and poor health outcomes are exhibited during episodes of 

violence. The unequal relationship between the sexes is rooted in power 

differences, gender inequality, and is further reinforced by discriminatory 

norms and socio-cultural structures (Office of Women’s Policy 2010; VicHealth 

2007). Violence against women, resulting from this unequal power-sharing, can 

be observed in partner violence, trafficking, sex-selective abortion, dowry-

related death, etc., where aggressive behavior of men is identified as the primary 

cause for the occurrence of violence (Garcia-Moreno 2002; Jewkes 2002; Krug 

et al. 2002). The World Health Organization finds that the leading cause of 

women’s mortality and disability globally is due to unsafe sex behavior, injury, 

higher suicide rate, and violence (WHO 2009). Women are also at higher risk 
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for facing violence during pregnancy, with a higher reporting of physical abuse 

causing miscarriage, stillbirth, and abortion (Sedgh et al. 2007; WHO 2009). 

Along with adverse physical health outcomes, violence against women also 

negatively influences women’s mental well-being. The socially determined 

gender role can influence depression, helplessness, anxiety, and lead to 

developing a self-harm attitude (WHO 2002). 
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RATIONALE FOR THESIS 
 

Aims 

The study aimed to develop and test the Forum Theater based interventions to 

promote gender-equitable belief, reduce violence, and increase knowledge on 

sex trafficking among men and women in Nepal.  

 

Study I 

To explore the status of inequality, violence, and reintegration challenges faced 

by sex trafficking survivors.  

 

Study II 

To identify the prevalence of violence, the situation of gender inequality, and 

knowledge on sex trafficking. 

 

Study III 

To explore the perception of gender violence, inequality, and knowledge on sex 

trafficking. 

 

Study IV 

To understand the usefulness of Forum Theater as a tool of awareness-raising 

among the intervention population. 

 

Study V 

To measure the efficacy of Forum Theater as a tool of awareness-raising 

comparing the intervention and comparison population. 
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METHODS 

Overview of the studies 

 

Study Design Participants Data Collection Analysis 

I Qualitative 

Explorative  

10 sex 

trafficking 

survivors 

Individual 

interviews and 

one focus group 

discussion 

Qualitative 

descriptive 

II Quantitative 

Explorative 

2000 Self-reported 

questionnaire 

(C-ACASI) 

Quantitative 

descriptive 

III Qualitative 

Explorative 

36 6 multistage 

focus group 

discussions 

Constructivist 

grounded 

theory 

IV Qualitative 

Theory 

Generating 

36+30 6 multistage 

focus group 

discussions and 

30 individual 

interviews  

Constructivist 

grounded 

theory 

V Quantitative 

Evaluative  

1210 Self-reported 

questionnaire 

(C-ACASI) 

Nonparametric  

 

Study I 

Study setting  

Study I involved exploration of perception and experience of sex trafficking 

survivors. These survivors were reached through facilitation provided by a local 

NGO. The survivors were engaged with the NGO for various skill development 

activities as an alternative source of livelihood generation after their return. 

Staff from the NGO purposively identified 10 trafficking-survivor for the 

interviews and focus group discussion after seeking verbal consent for 

discussions. The consenting participants met the researcher, and a time was 

scheduled for the interview and focus group discussion. The inclusion criteria 

for the study participants for this study were survivors who were transnationally 

trafficked, had a history of living in safe homes, and were above 18 years of 

age.  
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Data collection 

The NGO had provided a private room in isolation for conducting the interviews 

and the focus group discussion (FGD). Some of the participants were 

accompanied by their toddlers and infants during the interviews and the 

discussion. As a male researcher, interviewing female subjects on sensitive and 

private affairs of their life was challenging. This was overcome by adding more 

sensitivity and trust-building. The perceptions, beliefs, and experiences of 

trafficking survivors were collected using pre-formulated interview guides, 

which consisted of open-ended questions The interview and FGD guide were 

developed to incorporate themes of inquiry on the familial contexts of survivors, 

trafficking process, sexual slavery at the brothel or private home, rescue 

process, and reintegration. The in-depth interviews were semi-structured, and a 

more relaxed, informal interviewing method was adopted. The interviews with 

the trafficking survivors lasted from 60 to 90 mins, and the FGD lasted for more 

than an hour. The in-depth interviews and the FGD were conducted in the local 

Nepali language. The audio recording of the interviews and focus groups was 

done after seeking verbal consent from all respondents. A translator for other 

local languages was available, but none of the respondents needed this, as they 

were comfortable in expressing themselves in Nepali. The data collection 

occurred in a very tense situation as the survivors had to relive their past, which 

was full of traumatic experiences. 

Data analysis 

The audio recording was transcribed and translated into English. The translation 

focused more on getting relevant meaning than exact translations of the verbal 

information received. The interview and FGD notes and the transcription were 

analyzed to develop different themes to impart relevant meanings. The themes 

represented a patterned response within the data set. The themes from the data 

were organized into meaningful groups to get information on the phenomenon. 

The major identified themes were categorized into themes of trafficking and 

reintegration; challenges and sub-themes in relation to gender, stigma, poverty, 

coping, problems, and health was assessed.  
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Studies (II-V) 

Study setting 

The study was conducted in the Morang district of eastern Nepal. According to 

the census report, the Morang district covers an area of 1,855 square kilometers 

with a population of 965,370 inhabitants. The average household size is 4.37 

persons. Morang has an average population density of around 520 people per 

square km. The population growth rate of Morang is 1.35%. Immigration is 

rapidly increasing from the rural areas of this district. The average life 

expectancy of the population is 69.6 years. The average literacy rate is about 

66.33% (57.12% female and 75.54% male are literate). Morang has a multi-

ethnic composition; the majority of them are Brahmin, Chetri, Rajbanshi, 

Limbu, Raiput, Tamang, Kami, and Damai. In terms of religion, Hindus make 

up 80.1%, Kirat 7.3%, Muslim 4.4%, Buddhist 4.4%, Christian 0.8%, and other 

2.8%. The main languages are Nepali, followed by Rajbansi, Tharu, Rai, Limbu, 

Santhali, Bhojpuri, Urdu, Maithali, and others (CBS 2017). 

 

 

 

The recent restructuring of the local level has divided Morang into 1 

metropolitan city, 8 municipalities, and 8 rural municipalities. During the 

beginning of this study, the district consisted of 1 sub-metropolitan city and 65 

village development committees (VDC). This restructuring has merged or 

fragmented the earlier VDCs, but the population has remained intact. The 

twenty VDCs for the study included ten intervention and ten comparison 

villages. The ten intervention VDCs include Amardaha, Babiya Birta, Bahuni, 

Dangihat, Govindapur, Jhurkiya, Kerabari, Keraun, Tetariya, and Yangshila 

The ten comparison VDCs include Amahi Bariyati, Bayarban, Hattimuda, 

Itahara, Lakhantri, Madhumalla, Mahadewa Sisbani Jahada, Sisbani Badhara 

and Thalaha,  

Figure 2: Geographical map of Morang district and Nepal 
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Figure 3: Intervention and Comparison Sites in Morang 
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Study II and V 

Participants and procedures 

The study district Morang was selected randomly from the top ten districts in 

Nepal for sexual trafficking. The ten comparison and the ten intervention 

villages in Morang were also selected randomly. The calculation of the sample 

size used a conservative technique, considering 50% prevalence of exposure to 

the information, education, and communication materials related to gender 

issues, 95% confidence interval, and 5% allowable error; the required sample 

size was calculated as 384 respondents. With the further application of the 

design effect of 2.5 and assumption of four percent non-response and loss to 

follow-up, we decided to include close to 1,000 respondents for the intervention. 

The study planned to include the same number of respondents in the comparison 

groups. The number of samples from each site was calculated using the 

probability proportionate method. The comparison group consisted of 1,068 

individuals, and the intervention group consisted of 932 individuals in twenty 

different VDCs of the Morang district. 

 
Figure 4: Study Design 

The baseline data collection was conducted, and three rounds of the Forum 

Theater intervention (January 2017, May 2017, and January 2018) were 

conducted among the intervention groups. The qualitative study followed in 

between the Forum Theater interventions with thirty in-depth individual 

interviews and six multistage focus group discussions with the intervention 

population. The follow-up study with the intervention and comparison groups 

was conducted in May–June 2018.  
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Studies II and V are quantitative studies, serving as a baseline and a follow-up 

evaluation study. The self-administered questionnaire for studies II and V 

consisted of five sections: socio demography; childhood and adult experiences 

of gender norms and violence; violence; gender relations; and knowledge on 

sexual trafficking and migration. The follow-up questionnaire included an extra 

section of questions on the Forum Theater for the intervention group. Study V 

was conducted with the baseline population in which 1,484 respondents were 

reached from the earlier 2,000 baseline population. The non-exposed 

intervention population of 218 and 56 contaminated populations from the 

comparison group was excluded from the data recording, leaving a final follow-

up study sample including 1,210 individuals.  

 

The quantitative data collection was conducted in the field with support from 

locally recruited field staff at all twenty sites. Before the data collection, the 

field staff received a single day of training on research ethics, software use, 

community rapport building, and the data collection process. The field staff was 

informed of the sample size at each site. The respective field staff informed the 

community about the research and requested the community for their voluntary 

participation. This allowed the study to randomly include male and female 

samples for the data collection. The data collection was conducted in local 

schools, community buildings, temples, courtyards of personal houses, etc. with 

ease of access to the respondents. Section one of the questionnaire included 

socio-demographic details involving non-sensitive information such as age, 

ethnicity, marital status, education, etc., and this section was filled by the 

respondents in the tablets with the help of the field staff and the Ph.D. candidate. 

This allowed the respondents to be familiar with the process of data recording 

using the tablet. 

Study tools and measures 

The tools for this study were developed, adapting to the International Men and 

Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES); Gender-based violence tools manual– for 

assessment and program design, monitoring, and evaluation in conflict-affected 

settings; and NorVold Abuse Questionnaire (NorAQ). Moreover, the questions 

on awareness of sex trafficking were developed by the study team.  

 

The IMAGES is a comprehensive household questionnaire on men’s attitudes 

and practices –along with women’s opinions and reports of men’s practices –on 

a wide variety of topics related to gender equality. IMAGES studies had been 

carried out in more than 27 countries around the world (Promundo 2019). The 

gender-equitable men’s scale of this tool is designed to provide information 

about the prevailing norms and consisted of statements across various domains 
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such as gender norms, violence, sexuality, masculinities, reproductive health, 

etc. (UN Women 2013).  

 

The Gender-based violence tools manual, for assessment and program design, 

monitoring, and evaluation in conflict-affected settings, was developed by 

Reproductive Health for Refugee Consortium (RHRC). Specifically, the 

manual is used for addressing gender-based violence (GBV) in refugee, 

internally displaced, and post-conflict settings. It includes tools for assessment, 

program design, and program monitoring and evaluation. The assessment tools 

section of the manual was mostly adapted for this study, which measured the 

nature and scope of GBV in a given setting, information about local attitudes 

and behaviors related to GBV, and existing GBV services and gaps in services 

within the community.  

 

NorAQ was developed to estimate self-reporting of exposure to physical, 

sexual, and emotional violence and abuse in healthcare in violence against 

women study in the Nordics (Wijma et al. 2003). NorAQ distinguishes violence 

occurring in childhood below 18 years of age and as an adult, it also helps to 

gather information on the severity of the violence. The questions 

operationalizing violence in NorAQ and used for this study are shown below. 
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Figure 5: NorAQ screening questions 

Data collection 

The study used the Color-Coded Audio Computer-Assisted Self Interviews (C-

ACASI) method of data collection using the Open Data Kit (ODK) android 

application in a tablet device. The respondents listened to the pre-recorded 

questions through the headphones, and responded to each question by selecting 

color-coded answers (Yes or No, color-coded with green and red) and/or 

pictures in a tablet device (Samsung Galaxy Tab E 9.6 and Samsung Galaxy 

Tab 4 4G LTE). A separate male and female audio recording of the questions 

in the Nepali language was used for the respective sex. 
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Figure 6 C-ACASI system in a tablet device 

 

The use of C-ACASI has been growing in recent years, with its potential to 

reduce social desirability bias encountered in face-to-face interviews and has 

shown increased reporting on various sensitive issues (Gill 2004; Hewett, 

Mensch, and Erulkar 2004; Langhaug, Sherr, and Cowan 2010). The method 

has also been validated among the illiterate population (Kauffman and 

Kauffman 2011). The use of C-ACASI also improves the quality of data 

collection by minimizing data entry errors and reducing time in cleaning and 

monitoring incoming data (Simoes et al. 2006). The C-ACASI systems were 

built in consultation with software programmers from Kathmandu, Nepal. The 

finalized questionnaire was translated into Nepali, and a flow chart for the C-

ACASI response was developed in Microsoft Word. The program code for the 

software was developed as per the flow chart developed for each response. The 

system was developed to allow the respondents to skip questions. If the response 

was a no option, the system took the respondent directly to the next 

questions/sections and did not allow for any follow-up questions. For example, 

on a question of physical violence, the system would first allow an option if the 

respondent has ever been a victim of physical violence, where a response of yes 

would direct the respondent to further follow-up question on the physical 

violence, and if the question was responded with a no, the system skipped to the 

next question.  
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The Nepali version of the questionnaire, an audio recording of instructions, the 

recordings in male and female voices, the system language file, and the picture 

files were added in the ODK file application in the tablet devices. The final 

version of the developed system was cross-checked for errors. 

 
Figure:7 Data collection 

 

The data collection started with a briefing on the objectives of the study and 

participants' consent seeking. After the readiness of the participant to be part of 

the study, the participant was provided with headphones and a tablet and they 

started responding to the questions. After the questions were answered, the 

completed response was saved on the tablet. The data were manually extracted 

from the tablet device every day, and the data set was password protected. 
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Pre-Test 

The developed C-ACASI system and the tools were pre-tested in the Ramche 

village of the Sindhupalchok district and secondly in the Biajanathpur village 

in the Morang district. A total of 124 samples were reached in both VDCs. The 

pre-test used an extra set of questions on the ease, safety, privacy, language, and 

technology recommendations. The pre-test used only male audio recording, and 

the recommendations received from the pre-test allowed us to incorporate 

female recordings. 

 

Data analysis  

The data analysis for both studies used SPSS. Study II used a descriptive method 

of analysis. It is a descriptive prevalence study with a representation of data 

using frequency and percentage indicating the background characteristics, the 

prevalence of violence and severity, attitude toward gender norms and equality, 

and knowledge of sex trafficking.  

 

For study V, baseline data and the follow up data were cleaned and merged as 

a single data set. The analysis used both descriptive and inferential methods. 

Descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, and standard deviations 

were used to summarize the socio-demographic characteristics of the 

respondents. Frequencies and percentages were also used to summarize the 

dichotomous and categorical variables. A scale of sum score with a median was 

developed for the gender attitude question and knowledge of sex trafficking. 

The gender attitude questions consisted of a 23-item measure asking 

respondents to select statements that are descriptive of gender roles, attitudes, 

and beliefs. The response was coded on a scale of  0–1, where an agreement 

with the statement led to a lower score. Reverse coding was done as needed. 

The scores were averaged across the 23 items, with M = 14.61, SD = 4.38, range 

= .698. The Cronbach’s alpha for the developed scale was .81. The statistical 

tests suggested that the gender-equitable belief scores were not normally 

distributed. The measure for sex trafficking included 17 items with a description 

of the information on sex trafficking questions. The response was coded on a 

scale of 0–1, where an agreement with the statement led to a lower score. 

Reverse coding was done where needed. The scores were averaged across the 

17 items, with M = 11.71, SD = 2.06, range =. 691. The Cronbach’s alpha for 

the developed scale was .70. The statistical test confirmed that the knowledge 

of sex trafficking scores was not normally distributed for either the baseline or 

the evaluation. The median and quartiles were computed for the scores, and a 

Mann Whitney U test was conducted to compare the differences between the 

groups. The effect size between the group was calculated by obtaining the Z 

score from the Mann-Whitney test. A Chi-square test was performed for the 

categorical response on socio-demographics and the prevalence of violence. 
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Study III and IV 

Participants and procedures 

Study III and IV involved focus group discussions and individual in-depth 

interviews with the intervention study participants. The Ph.D. candidate 

facilitated all the focus group sessions and the local field staff helped with 

notetaking. The study used multistage focus group discussions involving the 

same participants, discussing various emerging topics at different periods over 

a year. The multistage focus group is characterized by the same group exploring 

a certain problem, theme, or phenomenon through several discussions 

(Hummelvol 2008). The six focus group discussions, three each with male and 

female groups, were conducted from January 2017 to January 2018. The 30 

individual in-depth interviews were conducted randomly with one of the 

participating audiences who had recorded their answer during the baseline. The 

interview was conducted immediately after the Forum Theater shows by the 

Ph.D. candidate.  

 

Study III was conducted in the Tetariya village of Morang, in eastern Nepal. 

Participation in the group discussion was voluntary and only involved 

respondents who had witnessed and/or participated in the forum theatre 

interventions. Participants were selected using the snowball and judgmental 

sampling methods and included those participants who had participated in the 

baseline study. The participants for the focus group discussions consisted of 

thirty-six individuals (sixteen males and twenty females) for both the focus 

groups. The first focus group included six males and seven females, the second 

focus group had five males and seven females, and the final focus group 

involved five males and six females for discussions.  

 

Study IV utilized focus group discussions and individual interview methods. 

Pre-formulated guides were developed for focus group discussions and 

individual interviews. It included questions about perceptions on the 

intervention method, the knowledge gained from the shows, gender practices at 

the community level, and the impact of the shows. All focus group discussions 

and interviews were audio-recorded. Six focus group discussions, three each 

with separate male and female groups, were conducted after each Forum 

Theater interventions. The selection method used to get participants for the 

focus group was purposive sampling, where local field staff and participants 

themselves helped to reach other participants. The method helped to develop 

interactions and discussions about participants’ understanding of the 

interventions. Earlier research has identified that this method helps to develop 

a relationship with the participants, thus contributing to the collection of first-
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hand information on the perceived impact of the intervention (Hansen et al. 

1998). The Ph.D. candidate moderated all focus group sessions and a local field 

staff helped with the notetaking; the focus group discussions lasted for more 

than an hour for each session. 

Data analysis 

Study III and Study IV used constructivist grounded theory for data analysis. 

The audio recorded data from the focus group discussions and individual in-

depth interviews were translated into English and transcribed verbatim. 

Utilizing the constructivist grounded theory (Chamraz 2010), line by line 

coding was performed for each of the focus group and interview transcripts. A 

constant comparative method was used to analyze the developed codes with and 

between the data. Focused coding of data allowed for significant recurring codes 

to be identified, which helped with the data categorization. The emergent codes 

and categories were discussed by the study team to develop the theoretical code. 

The field notes were taken during the discussions and the developed memos 

from the data collection were used to further explain the developed theoretical 

code.      
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Ethical considerations 

The studies involved sensitive and private issues. All the studies followed the 

WHO ethical and safety recommendations for research on domestic violence 

and the Declaration of Helsinki (DoH), focusing on privacy and confidentiality 

as well as informed consent; moreover, the guided research protocol for 

research involving human subjects was followed. The safety and confidentiality 

during studies I, II, and IV were established by conducting interviews and FGD 

in private. The qualitative participants were adequately informed about the aims 

and methods of research. Furthermore, following the DoH ethics, every single 

participant had equal rights to refuse to participate or to withdraw their consent 

to participate, at any time without reprisal. Written approvals were also 

exchanged between the researcher and the respondents to ensure anonymity and 

confidentiality of information and respondents’ identities. Prior verbal consent 

was obtained from all participants for the voice recording of the interviews and 

the FGD.  

 

A study on a sensitive issue such as violence and gender equality requires 

adequate planning and adherence to applicable ethical practices. The use of C-

ACASI method for Studies II and V proved beneficial in many aspects. The 

disclosing of private and sensitive data to machines made respondents feel 

secure and anonymous. Owing to the sensitivity of the topic, only respondents 

above eighteen years of age were included in the study after seeking their 

written consent. The content of the consent form was read out to the illiterate 

respondents, who provided their fingerprint instead of signatures after their 

verbal consent. 

 

It is not uncommon to be quickly surrounded by youths and children in rural 

settings. They become attracted to the technology of mobile hand-held devices. 

On several occasions, these youths and children wanted to be part of the study, 

or perhaps get an experience of the technology; any underage persons were 

denied outrightly, and the enthusiastic persistent participants returning to the 

study site with age verification were allowed to participate in the study.  

 

The questionnaire used for this study was extensive, and it required an average 

of 30–35 minutes for completion; thus, to minimize the waiting time, at a few 

of the sites, the field staff had allocated and pre-informed the time to the 

respondents which added extra convenience. None of the single respondents 

during the pre-test, baseline, and follow-up complained about the length of time 

required for completing the questionnaire but reflected after the data collection 

that the questions were self-informative. 
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The data collection was comparatively more organized inside buildings like 

school community buildings, temples, etc. compared to open-air courtyards. 

The indoor facilities used for data collection always had closed rooms and 

seating arrangements for the respondents to record their answers in private. In 

contrast, the open-air data collection required the data collection team to 

disengage curious passersby and onlookers. The field staff and the Ph.D. 

candidate had to request curious onlookers to leave the area by describing the 

sensitivity of the subject.  

 

The baseline data collection at Dangihat made an unexpected turn when a male 

respondent requested a toilet break during the middle of data collection. At that 

time, there was a single female in the room self-administering the questionnaire. 

Both the male and female respondents had started approximately at the same 

time. We waited for the male to return, but he never came back. We sent a few 

locals to look for the male, but they only returned with the information that the 

male was drinking in a local bar and it was between 10–11 in the morning. Later, 

it was found that the female responding to the questions was none other than the 

absconding man’s wife, and the man had precisely left after responding to two 

questions on partner violence. Despite several attempts, the male was never 

found and his reason for dropping out was unknown. I spoke with the female 

respondent after she completed the questions and inquired if she felt threatened 

or had any security issues from her husband. She responded that she was fine, 

and she had no security issues. I provided her my contact details and that of the 

local staff but both of us did not hear anything. During the follow-up, I inquired 

about the couple respondents to the field staff and the people who had found the 

man drinking as neither the man nor the woman turned up for the follow-up 

study. It was known that arguments, quarrels, and fights between the couple 

were common, and the female was more violent toward the male. This made me 

realize that stereotyping perpetrators can be misleading and the idea of 

communication with an intoxicated individual never crossed my mind, as I was 

also concerned about my security. This incident made me ponder about the 

ethical dilemmas involved with the research process and on handling unplanned 

and unexpected situations that can arise, seldom found in the literature but 

readily gained through experiences.  

 

The study had received ethical clearance from the Institutional Review 

Committee at Kathmandu Medical College, which is also an affiliate of the 

Nepal Health Research Council. 
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THE INTERVENTIONS 

Forum Theater- An Introduction 

Augusto Boal, a Brazilian theater practitioner conceptualized the idea of Forum 

Theater, a method in the ‘theater of the oppressed,’ with an embedded 

philosophy that learning and teaching have no boundaries, and a theatrical 

performance of fiction can also make people aware and learn about existent 

realities. Boal was inspired by Paolo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, where 

Freire (1970) developed learning techniques utilizing methods of process-

oriented dialogues as a way to end the continuum of the oppressor and the 

oppressed. Boal applied Freire’s method of engaging individuals in liberation 

from their sufferings to the theater. Boal utilized theater as the method of 

awareness to provide a voice for the voiceless and for reaching people. Boal 

(2000) does not define oppression but encourages one to find it for and by 

themselves. The authority granted to the individual for self-identification of 

oppressions provides greater scoping, as this remains subjective to individual 

cognitive interpretations and a host of socio-cultural influences. The essence of 

Forum Theater is social interactions, communications, and negotiations in 

finding a solution to an identified problem. Boal (1994) summarizes the focus 

of Forum Theater as a method for not only trying to solve a particular problem 

but also to make people aware of the problem and the possibility of finding 

different ways of dealing with problems.  

 

Boal (2000) describes Forum Theater as the contest between the audience 

turned into spect-actors, negotiating with the oppressors to provide a different 

end to the play and breaking the circle of oppression. A Forum Theater starts 

with a play facilitated by a Joker, where the audience must provide a different 

end to the play based on what they feel is an appropriate way of ending the 

showcased oppressions. Boal specifically stresses that this process of transition 

of the audience to spect-actors only occurs when the comfort of the seat is 

disowned by the participants. The replacement of the protagonist and the entry 

of spect-actors at the stage, with dialogue, negotiations, and interventions help 

to develop resistance and break oppressions by providing an alternative solution 

for the problem. This two-way communication where theatre poses questions to 

the audiences and expects an answer in return facilitates communication and 

dialogue. The improvisation in drama allows participants to offer a solution to 

a fictitious event of drama, but the realities of its occurrence are high in real life. 

To end the circle of impunity and oppressions, the participants offer to provide 

solutions from what they have heard, seen, or experienced in similar life 

situations. The suggestions of alternatives and identification of alternative 
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solutions help to break the chain of oppression and lead an individual to a newer 

dimension of freedom.    

 

The use of Forum Theater as an intervention for this project is due to its ability 

to showcase situations and snippets of existent gender inequality and gender-

based violence experienced by communities. The visual narratives as depicted 

through a play are a mere performance but are rooted in the experiences of 

everyday life of many. This triggers the audience to relate themselves to the 

drama characters. This lived experience of the audiences, regardless of whether 

they had heard, seen, or experienced it themselves, brings a surge of emotions, 

which helps them to analyze the root cause of the portrayed situations of 

oppression using dialogues and exchanges. The participation of the audience by 

speaking out something is fundamentally wrong and needs to be changed 

subconsciously triggers many, giving rise to the possibility of multiple 

solutions. The solidarity of the group in ending oppressions thereby informs 

many others to identify both oppressions and solutions and makes dialogue an 

effective tool for sensitizing and awareness-raising. The flexibility of taking 

varied approaches for a single problem and agreement over the best solution 

also informs the audiences on taking multiple stances to end oppressions. The 

embracing of both acting and verbal discussions allows room for active 

participation to define power relations and for providing alternatives. The 

Forum Theater engages and locates audiences to fight oppressions, not by 

dictating what oppression is but by letting the audience self-define oppressions 

and their efforts to put an end to it with critical reflections.     

 

Forum Theater partner 

We formed a partnership with Actors’ Studio Nepal, having expertise in theater 

and celluloid movies in Nepal. The formal partnership with Actors’ Studio 

Nepal was established during 2016, but we had established contacts and 

engagements since the fall of 2013 when the research project was still on paper. 

Actors’ Studio Nepal had full autonomy and authority for the planning and 

execution of the Forum Theater. Apart from a discussion on the story and 

themes for the Forum Theater, Actors’ Studio was free to utilize theatrical 

creativity. The team of professional actors and musicians required for the 

performance was also selected by the Actors’ Studio.        

 

The story collection 

We were aware of gender-based violence and gender inequalities existing at our 

study sites, but the extent, its typology, and the perception of the local 
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community were still missing. Moreover, we had plans of Forum Theater 

interventions, which also required details of daily life, language, socio-cultural 

aspects, music, and lifestyles to develop the stories for the Forum Theater. 

During February 2016, along with Bhabasagar Ghimire (Scriptwriter), Dev 

Neupane (Production Manager), Anup Baral (Director), I went to eight of the 

villages: Baijanathpur, Sisbani Jahada, Hattimuda, Pokhariya, Kerabari, 
Madhumalla, Sisbani Badhara, and Tetariaya. The objectives of the site visits 

were to gather information for developing stories for the Forum Theater, 

increase familiarity with the community, and develop networks with the local 

stakeholders. The randomly selected villages included two intervention 

villages, four comparison villages, and two non-study sites. The motivation for 

the inclusion of two non-study sites was to gain further insights and also to 

triangulate received information. We held discussions with the community 

(both men and women), local leaders, police officers, healthcare staff, female 

community health volunteers, youths, elderly people, and representatives of the 

mother’s group to understand local contexts. A total of twenty-five interviews, 

numerous community interactions, household visits, and community meetings 

were conducted. It was observed that the study sites consisted mostly of three 

communities; firstly, the dominant indigenous communities of Tharu, 

Rajbanshi, Dhimal, etc.; secondly, the Khas communities whose ancestors had 

migrated from the hills to the plains of Nepal; and finally, the Madheshi 

community. The heterogeneity of the communities produced diverse cultures, 

practices, traditions, belief systems, and assorted daily practices in the study 

sites.  

 

The local police authority of Pokhriya village informed that about a quarter of 

the registered cases related to violence against women. The staff at the health 

center in Sisbani Jahada reported treating female victims of physical violence 

and informed of a few rape cases in the village. The locals in Madhumalla and 

Kerabari informed of hearing about a few cases of sex trafficking. We made an 

understanding that cultural, economic, and ethnic causes were linked to gender 

inequalities and violence against women. We also used informal methods of 

discussion and observation with people at the tea stalls, small eateries, and 

markets to get the flavor of music, dress, communication style, and dialects. 

 

We also visited the sex trafficking vigilance checkpoint at the India-Nepal 

border established by Maiti Nepal, an NGO working on preventing sex 

trafficking, and conducted interviews with local staffs on the severity of the 

problem and the vigilance methods used in screening potential sex trafficking 

victims. It is noteworthy that India and Nepal share an open border with no 

barbed wire or fences and with no visa requirements for both countries. This 

border section looked busy with vehicles, transport trucks, and people rushing 

about everywhere; a few meters away, far from the hustle and bustle of the busy 
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road connecting India and Nepal, lay isolated pillars separating the countries 

which had no checkpoints or security forces but just human settlements on both 

sides of the pillars. I wondered how easily traffickers could escort potential sex 

trafficking victims to India through these isolated pillars stretching over twelve 

hundred kilometers. 

 

The interventions 

We organized Forum Theater in ten of the intervention villages during January 

(2017), May (2017), and January (2018). The original plan was to organize the 

Forum Theatre at consecutive intervals of four months, but the final Forum 

Theater performance scheduled for September (2017) had to be postponed due 

to massive flooding at the intervention sites. 

First intervention- Ramri Keti (A Beautiful Girl) 

The story of Ramri Keti pivots around a female protagonist in her early twenties. 

She discovers that one of her school mates is madly in love with her and belongs 

to a rich family with a higher social status. They plan to get married after the 

male promises her that she can continue her studies after their marriage. They 

inform their respective fathers about their plans but find that both fathers are 

against their decision to marry due to the class difference. The male comes up 

with the idea of abandoning the family and starting a new life in the city, to 

which the female protagonist readily agrees. The male starts working in the city 

and the female managed the home. The situation worsens when the male starts 

coming home drunk and quarrels with the female. The daily verbal abuses and 

quarrels intensify to physical violence toward the wife. The only moral support 

she receives is from a female neighbor, a middle-aged woman, who helps her 

with cash and kinds in the unknown city. The male finally abandons the female, 

but she is not accepted by either of the families.  

 

The isolated female protagonist is promised a job in Delhi, India by the same 

female neighbor, and with no other options available for her, she accepts it. She 

crosses the border to meet the neighbor waiting for her at the railway station but 

is heavily interrogated by the security officials suspecting trafficking. She 

manages to escape the questions of the security officials, relying on answers 

dictated by her female neighbor. At the railway station, the police catch the 

neighbor with cash, and she confesses to selling the girl. 
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Second intervention- Manamaya Harain (The case of Missing 

Manamaya) 

Manamaya is a late teenager, raised by her alcoholic and gambling father. The 

father has a secret affair with one of the women from the community. 

Manamaya is a timid one and is constantly bullied by the male students of her 

class, but she never protests on any of the misconducts, nor complains to the 

school authorities. Her father plays cards all day at home, and she also has to 

cook, serve drinks, and food to the gamblers gathered at home. Among the 

gamblers is one male character who has a soft corner for her and encourages her 

to continue her studies, and there is another male character who tries to molest 

her on several occasions. Manamaya constantly visits the local bar to fetch 

liquor for her father's gambling group. The female owner of the local bar is 

aware of Manamaya’s problems and suggests her an independent life far away 

from all her daily sufferings. Back at school, the bullying male students take a 

picture of her and edit it with a nude female body and make it go viral.  

 

Manamaya fails her final exam and she goes missing. The Joker for the Forum 

Theater asks the spect-actors about all the possibilities: If Manamaya had 

committed suicide due to failing the exam and the shame of the naked viral 

picture? If Manamaya was trafficked by the female owner of the liquor shop? 

Whether Manamaya ran away with the male gambler who had a soft corner for 

her? If the bullying male students had done something to Manamaya? Or if her 

father was involved in Manamaya being gone? This Forum Theater used 

investigative methods to find the missing Manamaya.    

Third intervention- Delhi to Dubai 

A cheerful girl lives with her old mother. The girl is about to finish her high 

school education and aims to get a good job to care for her sick mother. Living 

in poverty and without a male, both mother and daughter face several harsh 

words from the people in the community. One evening, the neighbors gather 

outside her home accusing the mother of being a witch and severely beats both. 

The girl, despite her mother's unwillingness, plans to go abroad for work. She 

meets a local agent who persuades her to go to Dubai via Delhi. She agrees and 

reaches Delhi. 

 

The scene unfolds at a brothel in Delhi, India, where the girl is pushed, shoved, 

and dragged by her hair by a male. The girl was new to the brothel, and she had 

refused to sleep with the customer and tried to escape. The owner scolds a male, 

whose job was to keep an eye on the girls. It is later identified that the vigilante 

male had left Nepal dreaming of going to the USA but got trapped himself at a 

brothel in Delhi with his passport, money, and other documents under the 

custody of the brothel owner. The vigilante male promises to rescue the girl, 

and they finally escape from the brothel and return to Nepal. Her escape from 
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the brothel gets media attention and people from her village get to know about 

her journey and escape from the brothel. The community makes it difficult for 

her to live in society.  

Approach for the Forum Theater 

The preparation for the Forum Theater always started with the discussion and 

development of themes among the director, scriptwriter, production manager, 

and the Ph.D. candidate. I had been collecting feedback from the audience after 

each Forum Theater performance to identify appropriateness, missing themes, 

and inclusion of any pertinent issues for the upcoming shows. This helped to 

identify issues of importance at the community level, for example, the issue of 

witchcraft, violence toward males, alcohol-related abuses, poverty, etc., were 

the few suggestions received from the interviews. The finalization of the 

storyline and the script required the production team to identify artists for the 

character in the play. The finalization of artists began with intensive rehearsals 

with the script, dance choreography, songwriting, and music preparations. Our 

theatrical team remained the same with the Joker performing the role of Joker 

at all the shows and the leading artist playing various characters in the three 

shows. The performance of the same team, not only made the audience 

recognize the artists but also helped to build further rapport with the community. 

We had to drop two artists from the first show and use the work of a new artist 

for our second show due to the story and the character’s need. We used a team 

of two musicians at each of our shows for the vocal, dance music, and 

background scores during the shows. We had to replace the musicians in our 

shows due to two reasons: firstly, one of our senior musicians was brutally 

murdered few months after our second show and secondly, two musicians could 

not join us due to their busy schedule. However, one of our musicians remained 

with us for the two shows.  

 

The Forum Theater was always performed in the open space. We utilized 

marketplace, community areas, school premises, and large open spaces to 

accommodate sizeable audiences for the show. We communicated with the 

respective field staff at the intervention sites in advance about the show and they 

informed the study respondents about the performance, ensuring their 

participation. We felt a need to not just reach our targeted study respondents but 

also to reach the wider community in disseminating information through Forum 

Theater. We strategically chose market days and places with dense community 

movements for our performances; this enabled us to reach more audiences and 

participants for the Forum Theater besides our study respondents.   
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Our approach for the Forum Theater consisted of five distinctive phases 

described below. 

 

 

Figure 8: Approach for Forum Theater 

The ice breaker 

Even before the play, we used to get attention in the villages, with the small 

crowd always gathered around our performance set up. The Joker with his funny 

hat on used to make several rounds of announcements about the start of the 

show, inviting spectacle from the audience. The Joker made extra efforts to 

make a human train with the gathered children and make a quick round around 

the market informing about the performance. The Forum Theater always started 

with the Joker who made audiences play several fun games and exercises. The 

strategy here was to break the ice and make audiences more comfortable for 

their active participation during the entire show. The fun games, music, and 

dance continued for ten to fifteen minutes to set a jovial ambiance for the show. 

The Forum Theater always started with the introduction of the artists and the 

musicians. The Joker also narrated the procedure of the Forum Theater with 

possibilities of exchange and intervention on any given scene. The Joker gave 

the audience the authority to stop the scene, wherever they felt inappropriate. 

The show began with the consent of readiness from the audience and their 

promise for active participation. 

 

Enactment 

The duration of the enactment of the story ranged from thirty to forty-five 

minutes based on the length of the scripts. We had a team of professional artists 

and musicians who performed the shows at their best. We used paintings, 

placards, several props, and improvisation methods during the shows. As this 

was an open performance with no hidden backstage, the artists had to perform 

roles of several characters in different scenes, and this change of character was 
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portrayed with a change of accent and additional dress (cap, scarf) by the artists. 

The audience was able to identify the changes in characters and follow through 

with the story enacted. The audiences burst into laughter in the comic scenes, 

shed tears in intense scenes, danced, and sang along with the music, indicative 

of their active participation and enjoyment from the performance.     

Freezing 

The play came to a stop at scenes where it could not continue without the 

engagement of the audiences. The Joker then joins the scene and narrates the 

plot to the audience and asks for possible changes to allow an exit for the scene 

and further progression of the show. 

Intervention and exchange 

The intervention and exchange are the most important parts of the show, where 

alternatives for situations are identified through discussions and enactments by 

the audience turned into spect-actors. The intervention and exchange session 

during the Forum Theatre was, at times, equivalent to the show’s duration and 

sometimes, even more, depending upon the engagement of the audiences. The 

spect-actors are not only exchanged as the protagonist but also other characters, 

in order to provide a breakthrough to the situation.  

 

During the first Forum Theater, Ramri Keti, with Forum and exchange on the 

physical violence against women, the spec-actors resisted the physical attack 

and presented the following options: retaliation toward the antagonist; referral 

to the legal and security agencies, local consultation with the informal but 

powerful mothers’ group, and providing family pressure for reducing the 

violence. The exchange requiring legal and security personnel were performed 

by the real police officers. The Joker would request police officers in the 

audience to step into the Forum. The officer informed on the complaining 

process, legal provisions, and punishments if found guilty. Coming into the 

character themselves, the officer was also seen raising his baton in the air as a 

symbolic gesture of judicial punishments to anyone inflicting violence toward 

the women. The second intervention and exchange on the same show occurred 

for the trafficking. The exchange provided information on developing practice 

for not blindly following anyone for foreign employment, the need for 

awareness in the prevention of sexual trafficking, legal provisions, and 

punishment for the traffickers, and requisites on the self-awareness.   

 

The second Forum Theatre on Manamaya Harain took a different approach with 

the utilization of investigative methods in tracing and locating Manaymaya. The 

spect-actors were free to interrogate and/or perform an exchange as any 

character whom they suspected for the missing protagonist. The first exchange 

occurred with the interrogation of the bullying male students; the exchange of 
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the protagonist by one of the spect-actors informed of being strong and resisting 

any bullying activities. In one of the exchanges, the protagonist snatches the 

mobile phone from which the picture was taken, deletes all the photos, and 

throws it away giving a powerful message of opposition. The interrogation also 

occurs with the gambling male party, the owner of the local liquor shop, father, 

and with the woman with whom the protagonist father was having an illicit 

affair. The interrogations and exchange force the culprit to confess and describe 

how Manamaya went missing. 

 

The final Forum Theater Delhi to Dubai had interventions on the social evil of 

witchcraft and trafficking. The need for improvisation and an artist’s ability in 

handling the situation was put to test when the community demanded the 

presence of a witchdoctor who had accused the mother of the protagonist as a 

witch. This made us believe that the Forum Theater can take any course in the 

uncharted territories and requires the fluidity of the artists in responding to the 

demands and making a safe landing for the play. The energy of the community 

was more visible during the interrogation with the employment agent who was 

the architect for supplying women to the brothels. We observed local 

community women raging toward the actor with brooms and sandals for his 

misdeed, resulting in the poor actor having to run away from the crowd. This 

also made us realize that the spect-actors do not observe Forum Theater only as 

a play with a story underperformance, but as real-life situations closely affecting 

their lives and realities, forcing them to react with emotions and true spirits. On 

the challenge of reintegration of a trafficking survivor, the community devised 

livelihood alternatives and developed reporting mechanisms for any 

harassments as an ingenious solution in offering effective reintegration 

practices. 

Closing 

The closing of the show was performed by the Joker asking the artist crew, 

musician, and the research team to come to the center and take a special bow in 

front of the audience for their participation. The floor was then made open for 

all to join in the dance and song performance by the artists. 

Media coverage 

Forum Theater interventions also received media coverage in both online and 

print media. Media reporters and correspondents from various publication 

houses joined us during the intervention for the field reporting. The stories on 

Forum Theater interventions were published by both local and national media 

houses.  Clips from a few publications are shown in the figure. 
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Figure 9: Media coverage of Forum Theater interventions 
 

Reflection on Forum Theater: A researcher 

perspective 

Forum Theater enriches audiences with learning opportunities and offers 

education to various opinion groups. The essence is to provide a voice to the 

voiceless in a safe environment of a theatrical play and try out different 

available options to end oppression. Unlike other theatrical practices with 

monologue with the audience, the Forum Theater requires audiences to share 

their opinions, voice their concerns, and negotiate for a change in ending the 

status quo through engaging in imaginative ways. 

 

The stories and the plot for the Forum Theater have to offer social realities to 

the audiences; thus, anything alien beyond the contemporary practices will fail 

to produce dialogues. The need for research in identifying pretexts of realities 

is paramount. Simultaneously, the story needs to offer language, music, 

contexts, dress, body language, and use of props, representing the daily life of 

the audiences. We had used Forum Theater to reach the same audience over a 

series, and the feedback, comments, and perceptions of the audience on the 

Forum Theater and inclusion of any other significant issues had been discussed 
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with the audience after each show, making the whole effort more participative 

and according to the taste of the audiences.   

Forum Theater utility ceases when there is no communication from the 

audiences. The use of the ice breaker with games, physical exercise, etc. are 

necessary for developing a favorable environment and rapport building with the 

audiences. The facilitation of the Joker is intrinsic to make the audience have 

their say. It was evident from the first round of Forum Theater that despite the 

use of ice breakers, the hesitation in the audience remains large to set their foot 

on the stage to start a dialogue. This however decreases with time when the first 

audience turns to spect-actors and enters the stage. This practical demonstration 

of how Forum Theater works gives an idea to the audiences to follow through. 

The second and the final Forum Theater performance did witness these 

situations, as the audience had been previously exposed to the methodology of 

Forum Theater.  

 

Figure 10: Moments from Forum Theater interventions 
 

We had used Forum Theater in an open-air space surrounded by the audiences 

with frequent passersby, commuters, traveling bullock carts, tractors, 

motorbikes, buses, etc. This required the artists to project their voices to the 

maximum; we had strategically chosen to use the microphones only during the 

exchange and the dialogues with the audience such that the focus and attention 
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of the audiences remain with the performance. Doing a Forum Theater in a 

village setting and an open-air also resulted in a few guest appearances by 

uninvited chickens, goats, cows, and dogs in the middle of the stage. During 

one of the shows, a minor motorcycle accident occurred in the street close to 

our performance site which attracted the attention of the audiences. This 

required us to pause the play until the audience returned. The sounds of the 

passing by tractors and the honking of the passenger bus required the artists to 

redeliver the dialogues, shadowed by the moving vehicles. The climatic 

conditions also affected the show; despite using shady areas and doing the 

performance avoiding the mid-day sun, both artists and the audience had to bear 

the scorching heat of the summer at extreme temperatures. 
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RESULTS 

Study I 

This study found that trafficking starts with deceit, false hopes, and abduction. 

All survivors communicated that unmet needs and dreams of overcoming 

poverty were the major reasons for falling victim to false promises. Hopes for 

foreign employment, with the possibility to earn large sums of money, have also 

been used as a method to trap women. It became evident that a decent paying 

job was promised by the employing agencies, for which the survivors also 

reported having paid commissions worth thousands of Nepalese rupees for the 

service, only to later find that they had been tricked and sold for prostitution. 

The findings also showed that the traffickers specifically target vulnerable 

women who are far away from any established social support systems. The 

study also identified the involvement of close family members in the trafficking 

process. Declaring a husband-wife relationship at border checkpoints provided 

an easy escape from facing interrogation by the officials. It was ascertained that 

brokers even married women or cultured a close romantic relationship with 

them to win their confidence and then smuggled them to the brothels. 

 

For most of the trafficking survivors, they were rescued from the sex industry 

through police raids, help from clients, or the captors releasing the survivors 

due to age, health conditions, or debt clearance. Few survivors were able to free 

themselves from the brothel through personal escape plans with help from 

others (fellow survivors, clients, brothel guards) to run away. Rehabilitation 

centers for the trafficking survivors were operated by NGOs, providing 

accommodation and food, health checkups, and training in a few livelihood 

skills. The returnees find it close to impossible to find proper ways to reintegrate 

into their society. Continued social stigma, lack of support, and limited 

opportunities for finding any means of survival cripple and isolate them to a 

maximum. It was reported that four of the trafficked survivors returned to 

prostitution and the sex trade, as they could not find any other means of survival. 

The difficulties faced by the trafficking survivors often compel them to self-

inflict the re-victimization processes. The barriers to successful reintegration, 

according to the trafficking survivors’ experiences, include continuous 

stereotyping leading to isolation, and limited access to opportunities.  
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Study II 

Study II found that the prevalence of violence is high in the study area. The 

findings reflect the presence of lifetime severe emotional violence (21.7% 

female, 18.2% male), lifetime severe physical violence (7.4% female, 11.8% 

male), and lifetime severe sexual violence (4.5% female, 5.1% male) in the lives 

of the respondents. The reported violence occurred both in childhood and 

adulthood, and the severity of the violence was categorized as mild, moderate, 

and severe. The study found that partner violence was present for both sexes. 

The identified partner violence ranged from mild to extreme use of violence: 

mild violence such as slapping (female 8.6%, male 8.8%), kicking (female 

5.7%, male 4.4%); and extreme forms of violence were identified as strangling 

(female 4.3%, male 2.8%) and the threat or use of a weapon (female 4.3, male 

2.9%). Childhood abuse and neglect were also identified in the study 

population. Close to 20% of both males and females reported experiencing 

neglect in childhood by the parents under the influence of alcohol or drugs. 

Those who witnessed their father beating the mother during childhood (female 

22.2%, male 23.6%) was more compared to those who witnessed their mother 

beating the father (female 9.4% male 7.9%).  

 

The involvement of women in the major household decision was limited. The 

involvement of the only female in the key economic decision-making for larger 

investments was reported by less than 12% of both sexes. The involvement of 

males in the household affairs of cooking (56.5%), cleaning (51.4%), and 

washing (55.4%) was reported as activities performed sometimes by males. 

 

Nearly 79% of the respondents (n=1572) confirmed that their fathers always 

treated their mothers with respect compared to 85% (n=1692) of mothers who 

always treated their fathers with respect. Economic decision-making on 

household affairs and food/clothing showed the involvement of both males 

(62.5%) and females (56.7%). The involvement of females only in the key 

economic decision-making for larger investments was reported by less than 

12% of both sexes. The gender-equitable belief among the respondents indicates 

that almost 70% of males (n=581) strongly disagreed that caring for children 

was the mother’s sole responsibility. Close to 13% of the women (n=153) 

strongly agreed that rape occurs due to the carelessness of females. 

Approximately, 55.7% of females and 65.3% of males strongly disagreed that 

the males made the final decisions at home. 

 

The knowledge of sex trafficking indicates that around 72% (n=1441) of the 

sample population was aware of the occurrence of sex trafficking from Nepal. 

However, only 46% (n=918) were aware that sex trafficking occurs from their 

district. More than 55% (n=1110) of the respondents believed that only the poor 
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were at risk of being sexually trafficked. Close to 90% (n=1785) and 83% 

(n=1655) of respondents were aware that sex trafficking is a crime, and a denial 

of human rights, respectively. Close to 84% (n=1680) of the respondents agreed 

that awareness and education could help reduce sex trafficking. More than 36% 

(n=730) believed that sex trafficking might not stop in the next twenty years.  

Study III 

In this study, the participants disclosed that sex-selective preferences establish 

preparatory grounds for inequalities persisting throughout the females’ lifetime. 

The socialization process, with gender roles operative with traditional belief 

systems, compels women to confine themselves inside their homes and provides 

freedom and opportunities for men. During the early stage of child 

development, these differences are manifested with sex-selective preferences. 

The participants described the practice of girls receiving education mostly in 

the low-cost government and community schools while boys are enrolled in 

expensive private schools. The female participants confirmed that marriage 

determined their fate for further education and/or making a career; however, 

they added that this decision relies heavily on the mercy of the husband and his 

family. Mostly, females receive sentences of household responsibilities. 

Females find themselves entrapped and surrounded by various androcentric 

ideas of male supremacy, making them feel they have lesser cognitive abilities 

and intelligence than a male. 

 

The participants identified violence as control, coercion, and use of force 

against someone’s will. The violence was recognized as the product of unequal 

status between the sexes, with males primarily identified as perpetrators and 

females as victims. The violence emerged due to two factors, the first arose in 

a relationship and consisted of physical, emotional, and sexual violence. The 

second type of violence occurred due to the socio-cultural belief systems 

relating to dowry and witchcraft accusations, mostly affecting the women. The 

participants reported physical violence by a male under the influence of alcohol 

as the most common violence in the community. The incidences of wife battery, 

verbal abuse, and quarrels were regularly occurring and as a part and parcel of 

women’s daily life. The participants reported sex issues as being private and 

taboo, never to be disused openly. Both male and female participants confirmed 

the occurrence of sexual violence but also admitted that very few of these 

incidents are heard about in the community. The cultural violence of dowry was 

identified as a rampant occurrence in the community. Witchcraft accusation 

continues to be a common practice in the study area. The witchcraft allegation 

may occur in a variety of situations such as: if the cow stops producing milk, 

the child has a sore eye, someone gets bedridden for a long time, experiencing 

a miscarriage, and the list continues.  
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The dream of prosperity and abundance serves as a primary influence for people 

living in poverty, and chasing these dreams increases the risk of sex trafficking. 

The participants identified that false hopes of jobs overseas were used as the 

primary bait for trapping potential victims. The participants also informed that 

few traffickers even tricked females with false romantic relationships and 

marriage in winning their trust. It was identified during the discussions that 

traffickers were not strangers, but a known face from the community which 

made the trafficker more trustworthy in the eyes of the victims. 

 

The study has developed a theoretical model of the power-play. It was known 

that gender inequality and gender-based violence stem from the power-play 

legitimizing male supremacy and subordination of the women. This power-play 

receives approval from the established socio-cultural institutions and processes, 

making status and power difference as an accepted way of normal living. The 

power-play of differences fueled by established social norms is sustained with 

stereotypes and strict gender performances, putting women in seclusion and 

disadvantageous position. The power-play between the sexes exists at both the 

individual and the structural levels; at an individual level, it is visible with 

restricted movements, sanctions for life opportunities, and scores of imbalances 

exhibited in a male-female relationship. 
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Figure 11: Theoretical concept of power-play 
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Study IV 

The qualitative evaluation of Forum Theater interventions in study IV identifies 

that the intervention performances intersected the social realities with an artistic 

touch, using language that touched the participants’ hearts. The Forum Theater 

was well received by the participants; they felt that the performance was simple, 

clear, and understandable by all audiences. The Forum Theater performances 

instilled different emotions in the participants. The audiences were seen 

showing emotional reactions such as crying, sobbing, and shedding tears when 

characters performed scenes of violence. The audiences had equal emotions of 

rage and laughter during the performances. The participants felt that live 

performances of Forum Theater provided opportunities for learning as it 

developed empathy and allowed the audience to imagine themselves going 

through what a character expresses through a performance. 

 

The participants felt that the essence of the Forum Theater was to make the 

audience grasp the idea that multiple solutions were available for a single 

problem. They felt that the method provided an opportunity to try out 

recommendations and observe the consequences. During the shows, it was 

observed that not all members of the audiences were vocal and got actively 

engaged in the discussions during the exchanges and interventions. The 

discussion participants felt that the shy audience was hesitant to participate, and 

they considered this perfectly natural. The audience expressed an immediate 

connection with the storyline, as it reflected situations and events happening 

around them in their daily lives, to which they could easily relate. The 

participants felt that the stories were about the real events occurring in their 

community, which they had seen, experienced, or heard. They believed that the 

Forum Theater provided information and abilities to work both individually and 

collectively to solve problems. They felt that witnessing the shows made them 

more aware of how the problem arises and ways to overcome it. The participants 

felt that the take-home message from the show was the use of participatory 

methods in identifying a problem and finding a solution with dialogue. The 

Forum Theater also involved the participation of police, local leaders, and 

representatives of local groups during the exchange and intervention. This 

helped the audience to get information on various laws, legal procedures, and 

services available at the local level on issues of violence and gender inequality. 

The developed theoretical model from the study suggests that learning can occur 

through both active and passive engagement. 
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The study participants felt that the exposure to Forum Theater equipped them 

with ideas to act, observe, inform, and discuss. This learning was identified by 

the participants as knowledge to shift internalized discriminatory values, 

beliefs, and attitudes that are based on various norms and practices. Moreover, 

learning about the legal aspects of violence, the complaint filing process, 

punishments, and available communal support have allowed the audience to 

increase their preparedness, shown as increased ability. This increased ability 

equips an individual with knowledge and motivation to intervene during unfair 

situations. The changes are apparent when an informed audience acts for self-

help or helps others through dialogue. The dialogue helps to bring about change 

as the individual now resists and questions the oppressor’s stance, resulting in 

safer multiple solutions. A positive loop appears as involvement with dialogue 

facilitates more learning, more ability, and more preparedness for interventions 

required in an oppressive situation. 

 

 
Figure 13: Theoretical model of increased ability 

Study V 

The baseline study consisted of 2,000 respondents (male=810, female=1,190). 

The median age of the baseline participants was 26.50 years (SD=11.38). The 

evaluation study consisted of a total of 1,210 respondents (male=398, 

female=812). The study reached 1,484 respondents during the follow-up, but 

data were collected from only 1,210 respondents. A total of 218 samples from 

the intervention group were excluded as they had not witnessed any of the three 

Forum Theater interventions. Similarly, 56 contaminated samples from the 

comparison group were excluded as they had witnessed the Forum Theater 

intervention in person or viewed the video recordings of the shows. The median 

age of the follow-up respondent was 30 years (SD=11.85). Most of the study 

respondents fell in the age group of 18–35 years, and age was non-normally 

distributed in both the baseline and the follow-up populations. The intervention 
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group included 51.3% (n=1,649) and the comparison group included 48.7% 

(n=1,561) of the total respondents. 

 

The study finds that the intervention group compared to the comparison group 

had greater gender-equitable beliefs. A Mann-Whitney U test indicated that the 

gender-equitable belief score for the intervention group (Mean Rank=1673.06, 

n=1649) was significantly more, compared to the comparison group (Mean 

Rank=1534.13, n=1561), U=1398453.50, Z=4.25, p=<.001, two-tailed. 

Differences are observed in the quartiles for the comparison and the intervention 

group although the median remains the same for both the groups. The average 

‘don’t know’ response patterns during baseline for the 23 gender-equitable 

belief questions was 14.7% (intervention group 17.8%, comparison 

group13.4%). The average ‘don’t know’ response pattern for the same set of 

questions dropped to 2.9% (intervention group 5.5%, comparison group 

1.98%). All questions in the evaluation had lower ‘don’t know’ responses 

compared to the baseline. A Chi-square p test indicated that a change in a ‘don’t 

know’ response was statistically significant for 9 out of 23 questions (and 4 each 

for the intervention and comparison group).  

 

The analysis indicates that significant differences were observed in the 

knowledge of the sex trafficking score between the follow-up and the baseline 

groups. A Mann-Whitney U test indicated that the knowledge on sex trafficking 

score in the baseline (Mean Rank=1640.37, n=2000) group significantly 

exceeded those of the follow-up group (Mean Rank=1547.86, n=1210), 

U=1140260.50, Z=-2.75, p=.006, two-tailed. The average ‘don’t know’ 

response patterns during baseline for 14 questions on knowledge of sex 

trafficking was 17.2% (intervention group 9.7%, comparison group 7.4%). The 

average ‘don’t know’ response patterns for the same set of questions dropped 

to 13.5% (intervention group 6.3%, comparison group 7.2%) in the evaluation. 

All questions in the evaluation had lower ‘don’t know response’ compared to 

the baseline. A Chi-square p test indicated that a change in ‘don’t know’ 

response was statistically significant for 10 out of 14 questions. 

 

The study reports the prevalence of physical violence: male (n=234, 19.3%) 

female (n=354, 17.6%); emotional violence: male (n=326, 27.1%) female 

(n=505, 25.1%); and sexual violence: male (n=161, 13.3%) female (n=303, 

15%), respectively. The findings suggest that females were reported as the 

major victims of violence compared to the males on all violence types. The 

finding suggests that there has been a drop in emotional violence for the 

evaluation population (p=.003). 
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DISCUSSION 

Gender research is a cross-cutting discipline and a premise for knowledge 

production connecting the scientific paradigm to the humanistic approaches. 

This discipline explores inequalities and barriers that impede the development 

of women due to socio-culturally established concepts revolving around sexes. 

This study was motivated to develop and test Forum Theater interventions as a 

method of awareness-raising. The goal was to influence the personal and social 

lives of men and women, as they are equally affected due to inequality, violence, 

and sex trafficking. The trafficking reintegration Study I helped us assess that 

prevailing inequality, violence and discrimination faced by women increased 

their further victimizations. The study identified ignorance, lack of education, 

asymmetry, and subordination, etc. as some plausible explanations that helped 

to widen the gulf between the sexes, making women face multiple 

vulnerabilities, exploitations, and continued oppression. We found that trust at 

one end transforms into an opportunity of deceit for the other due to the existing 

power asymmetries. The relationship between oppressors and the oppressed 

unfolds variously, whether it be for the case of sex trafficking, lesser life 

opportunities, or systemic subordination affecting women greatly. The 

exploration and reflection from the study enabled the understanding that the 

very socio-cultural fabrics, based on established norms, values, beliefs, and 

principles, have not only marginalized women but also contributed to the 

sustenance of evil practices and cruelty against womankind. It is a bitter truth 

to digest that women who are tricked into sexual slavery by others are stripped 

off all dignities and rights, to be identified only as an object for sexual 

gratification. The tricked, sexually exploited, objectified and traumatized 

woman, upon returning to her society after attaining freedom from sexual 

slavery, usually finds herself completely alienated, albeit surrounded by her 

own family and people, which speaks volumes of the stigma faced by the 

survivor.  

 

Gender inequality is recognized as a primary cause of sex trafficking in Nepal, 

and this inequality has posed several challenges for the effective reintegration 

of the survivors. Women and girls are vulnerable populations, and the risk for 

their victimization increases with poverty, lack of education, low 

socioeconomic status, limited employment opportunities, marginalization, 

corruption, weak governance, and discrimination (Poucki and Bryan, 2014). 

The vulnerability and marginalization put women and girls at the mercy of 

powerful patriarchal figures and practices, resulting in insubordination. 

Exploring further, it was evident that the Nepalese society is laden with deeply 

entrenched socio-cultural norms restricting women's freedom, participation, 

and leadership, occurring from early on in life and continuing throughout her 
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life. This has reduced women’s leadership, agency, and voice. The culture of 

silence exhibited by women in Nepal also explains the notion of consenting to 

oppression. This led to a need to develop and test intervention targeting 

awareness-raising, which helps to reduce various oppressive practices against 

women. The intervention had to incorporate both men and women and required 

contributions from both sides to be able to end impunity. The idea of Forum 

Theater as a method of awareness-raising thus developed. 

 

The use of theater in scientific research is scarce; thus, we have used this 

amalgamation of scientific research and performing arts in providing 

opportunities to recognize and investigate social actions and oppressions 

(Barone and Eisner 2012; Sullivan 2010). Augusto Boal, the pioneer of the 

Forum Theater, identifies that theater has the potential to bring social 

transformation. Participation enriches knowledge and encourages the audience 

to act for change (Boal 1992). Borrowing the ideas from Pablo Freire, who 

developed learning methods based on dialogue (Friere 1970), Forum Theater 

encapsulates the idea that learning is a result of an interaction, dialogue, and 

communication. Forum Theater itself does not eliminate oppression but exposes 

the audience to understand power relations that produce oppressors and the 

oppressed (Feldhendler 1994). 

 

Studies II and III were aimed at identifying inequality and violence in the study 

area, using quantitative and qualitative methods. The quantitative study 

identified that emotional, physical, and sexual violence were prevalent in both 

sexes. The lack of gender-segregated data in Nepal makes it difficult to obtain 

a reference. The National Demographic Household Survey Study of Nepal 

(MoHP 2011) reports a higher prevalence of physical and sexual violence 

compared to study findings. This can be attributed to the smaller sample size of 

this study compared to the national census survey. Violence against women is 

the result of unequal power relations between men and women, which prevails 

in societies reserving a dominant position for the male. Patriarchy is explained 

both as a structure and an ideology. It is a structure by which men possess more 

privilege and power with systematic domination over females and the 

acceptance of violence in daily life (Smith 1994; DeKeseredy 2016; Sugarman 

and Frannkel 1996) through enforcing specific roles and also limiting women’s 

capacity (Crittenden 2012; Yllo 2005). The existing norms and beliefs in Nepal 

are the major contributing factor that encourages men to control women and 

direct them to use force to discipline women, increasing the risks of violence 

(Ilika 2005; Mitra and Singh 2007). Violence also exists due to socialization; 

the society of Nepal requires women to be submissive victims, while boys are 

conditioned to be the perpetrator of violence (Thapa Oli et al. 2009). The 

influence of religion also greatly reinforces the belief of inequalities producing 

violence. The Hinduism religion practiced in Nepal prescribes the goal of 
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marriage as a continuation of a family with bearing a child and most importantly 

sons (Subedi 1997). Similarly, the religious belief also dictates women to keep 

a low profile at home and being submissive on social fronts (Sharma Paudel 

2007). The study found that selective treatment of female and preference of sons 

are commonly accepted practices in society; earlier studies found that the 

patriarchal society of Nepal identifies daughters as the property of others and 

sons as the protectors of the family (Subedi 1997), explaining the prime reason 

for sex-selective treatments.  

 

The study has found that women at times also use violence upon males. The 

identification of female perpetrators inflicting violence upon males is not as 

prevalent, but the female who has been facing constant abuse, been a victim of 

violence during childhood, and witnessed violence inflicted upon their mother 

tends to retaliate and not solely be a victim (Seamans et al. 2007). The women 

in the study area were found to be facing continuous physical and emotional 

abuse from their husbands due to their alcohol consumption and financial 

constraining behaviors exhibited through female retaliation.  

 

The study has identified that gender inequitable beliefs with a strict following 

of gender prescribed roles and responsibilities are prevalent in the study area. 

The barring of women from key decision-making and confining to just 

reproductive functions and taking care of family can be identified as the 

asymmetry in power. The theoretical model developed by the study confirms 

that power-play between sexes is always operative with established social 

norms, and the stereotypes perpetuate this power hierarchy. The exhibition of 

power has been defined variously; as identified by Fricker (Fricker 2007), 

power controls a social group and operates at both the individual and the 

structural levels. This exhibition of power applies to the concept of power-play 

as developed by this study, with the operation of power-play affecting an 

individual at both the social and individual level. This synergistic effect of 

controls attributed by the power-play contributes to greater controls over 

women with increased risk of violence. The power-play also influences to 

develop a mechanism of social controls, as reported by Foucault (1995), 

working by developing systems of internalization, discipline, and social 

monitoring. This method of coercion rather than utilization of inflicting pain 

operates with social controls as power-play, as evident from the findings. The 

power-play also gets fueled by the patriarchal functioning and the cultural 

significance of patriarchal kinship systems. This leads to building systems of 

inequalities with the idealization of male supremacy. These idealizations of 

male competence, as described by Ridgeway (2009), are evident from the study, 

with the idealization of males as an individual with abilities of status, power, 

and influences making them hold all social domains. The study has also 

identified that there is a constant need for females to have male anchors. The 
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study believes that it is the result of the glorified competencies of males, which 

are further idealized by various socio-cultural processes. The study has also 

found that these glorified traits of men have been internalized by women as the 

natural trait. This internalization of androcentric superior beliefs by women, not 

only devalues them but also creates a false impression of their abilities and their 

actual potential. These systemic inequalities exhibited in the daily lives 

reinforced by the cultural expectations contribute to limiting individuals from 

any deviation and in constant harmony with the expectations (Hollander 2013; 

West and Zimmerman 1987). This gives rise to the belief systems, which take 

unequal social positioning and relatively higher status of men as granted and 

further legitimize the violence inflicted upon women. As inferred by Kaufman 

(1987), male aggression and violence against women exhibited in the study 

reflect the relative male and female power imbalances, based on the structural 

systems. These inequalities create hierarchies putting females insubordination 

and also legitimize norms of harmful masculinity and violence (Connell 1995; 

Courtenay 2000; Jakobsen 2014; Kaufman 1987), further controlling the 

women.  

 

The study finds that gendered social scripts and inequalities help to produce 

gender imbalances, producing more violent behaviors. The access to these 

power structures always benefits men with the authority to dispense violence at 

their will. As identified by this study, men are conditioned to use force and 

coercion over women and are themselves not allowed to deviate from gender 

norms. The traits of masculinity require males to become controlling, 

aggressive, and dominant (Niaz 2003) and never show their softer sides. These 

gender performances, based on social scripts also contribute to the victimization 

of women. Violence against women in Nepal occurs mostly inside homes and 

its reporting is uncommon. Moreover, the reporting of sexual violence is very 

uncommon at the study sites, considering that even discussion on sexual issues 

is taboo. This acceptance of violence as a private affair restricts women from 

seeking support and prevents them from speaking out about their problem 

(Khan 2008), which has resulted in greater use of violence by men. The 

increased stigmatizations associated with discussions on sexual issues and the 

fear of seclusion cause victims to be reluctant to report and seek support (Sable 

et al. 2006). The fear of being a social outcast has swept many incidences of 

sexual violence and abuse against women under the carpet. This sexual control 

provides men the further privilege of being a dominant entity in the household 

and the relationship, enabling physical chastisement and sexual control over 

women (Flood and Pease 2009). The study finds that gender-based inequality 

and violence are intersecting structures, institutions, and other socio-cultural 

processes, making inequality and violence visible at all fronts. This has helped 

to develop a relationship between gender norms, social structures, and the 
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individual that is so closely knitted that it produces various consequences at 

different levels (Jewkes, Penn, and Rose 2005).  

 

The theoretical model of power-play identifies that inequality produces violence 

and violence further reinforces inequality, creating a never-ending cycle. The 

world report on violence and health also identified that violence is a product of 

complex interactions, associated with factors of biology, demography, history 

of abuse, familial, social, economic, and community characteristics (WHO 

2002), making violence present in every sphere of life. Earlier studies have 

reported low social status, illiteracy, economic dependency, patriarchal society, 

alcohol abuse by the husband, dowry, polygamy, unemployment, and denial of 

sex with a husband as risk factors for women to increased violence (Deuba et 

al. 2016; OPMCM 2012; Sharma, 2007). The study identified the presence of 

both personal and cultural violence. Some level of control was identified as 

being available in the incidence of personal violence. The community 

consultation, reporting to the police to use legal remedies, is used by local 

women as the method of coping with violence. However, no coping 

mechanisms were identified for the violence originating as a result of the 

culture. As reported by the study, the case of witchcraft and dowry is legally 

prohibited law but is widely spread. This instance of cultural practice reflects 

the power of belief systems. The law of Nepal identifies dowry and witchcraft 

as social evils and a criminal offense, but these practices remain widespread in 

society. The socio-cultural systems and the legal system are contradictory, 

completely representing different realities with a greater influence of the belief 

systems. The social norms operating as codes for how to live have been 

identified as a major determinant of behavior and interactions between people 

(Darlauf and Blume 2008).  

 

The qualitative evaluation of the Forum Theater interventions found that 

participatory and embodied learning can be used as a tool to induce gender-

equitable beliefs and to reduce violence against women. The study used Forum 

Theater as a method of awareness-raising, which was perceived by the audience 

as a tool to develop critical thinking; demonstrate empathy toward the victim; 

challenge existing behaviors, beliefs, and norms; and motivate the audience to 

take prompt required actions. The study also describes the methodological 

aspects relating to the Forum Theater interventions. The explanations on the 

consultative development of the scripts and concise explanation for each step 

involved during an intervention can provide useful insights. The study identifies 

that the use of Forum theater has provided an opportunity to safely rehearse the 

unjust real-life situations of oppression encountered in daily lives. The study 

has developed a theoretical model of this increased ability, which suggests that 

changes can occur with reflections and by challenging oppressive behaviors, 

aided by the exchange of dialogues for transformations. The need for 
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interventions similar to these, which provide individual and social engagement 

to address gender norms to confront beliefs and norms, has been identified 

(WHO 2009). This study finds that knowledge gained by individuals motivates 

one to challenge oppression and allows one to intervene in oppressive situations. 

Research using Forum Theater to reduce violence has identified that 

community-based approaches, demanding engagement and participation, help 

to reduce victim-blaming, change the outcomes of violence, sensitize the 

audience on gender roles and identities, and provide information to resolve 

conflicts (Conrad 2004; Lev‐Aladgem and First 2004; Mitchell and Freitag 

2011; Sliep, Weingarten, and Gilbert 2004; Wang 2010). The theoretical model 

of increased ability stresses that knowledge gained through participation 

enables the audiences to challenge and question stereotypes, behaviors, and 

norms; to produce an alternative for any oppressive situation.  

 

The problems associated with gender inequality and violence against women 

are not new for Nepal; the gender hierarchy and the male-centered power 

relations are the few major explanations for the problem (Dahal, Joshi, and 

Swahnberg 2020; UNDP 2014). In this background, it is imperative to have 

simulation sessions, as with Forum Theater, to engage individuals and the 

community in developing opinions and take a stance on fighting oppression, 

abuse, and violence.  The study has also found that the engagement with Forum 

Theater has helped the audience to establish community discussions on gender 

issues that were previously non-existent. The method of dialogue utilized by the 

audience, not only helps the discussing participants to get additional 

information on the issues but also provides an opportunity to work collectively 

to discuss oppressions, and the required collective actions for the alternatives. 

The use of Forum Theater as a method of edutainment was employed by this 

study as it allows the learner to analyze the learning process with a critical 

evaluation and develop empathy toward the victim (Charsky 2010; Christensen 

2013; McMahon et al. 2015). 

 

The quantitative evaluation by the study suggests that the Forum Theater 

intervention had a small effect on the study population in attaining gender 

equitable beliefs compared to the population who received no intervention. The 

change in the gender-equitable scores was found to be significant. The study 

confirms that Forum Theater also had an impact on the study population in 

increasing their knowledge on sex trafficking and human rights and in the 

reduction of the prevalence of violence. There are very few quantitative studies 

that have evaluated participatory Forum Theater interventions, and large studies 

such as this with a broad objective are very scarce. The available studies 

utilizing Forum Theater have also produced mixed results, failing to give 

uniform directions. Most of the available studies have been directed toward 

changing attitudes and beliefs or addressing violence (Christensen 2013; 
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Conrad 2004; Lanier et al. 1998; McMahon et al. 2015; Ponzetti et al. 2009). 

The use of Forum Theater has found that there has been a modest level of 

improvement in attitude toward date rape (Lanier et al. 1998). Similarly, a study 

on reducing sexual assault has identified that the use of educational theater may 

have some influence on attitudinal changes on beliefs related to sexual assault 

(Black et al. 2000). A study in the US has found that Forum Theater 

interventions could help adolescents develop knowledge, attitudes, and 

intentions early on, which may prevent future sexual risk behavior. The Forum 

Theater interventions intend to target the root causes of the problems, which 

give rise to the oppressions. The discrepancies of unequal status between men 

and women and the rise of violence are also affected by the norms, attitudes, 

beliefs, and prevalent practices. Changes at these levels are paramount, as it not 

only ensures the sustainability of these efforts but also helps to bring about 

behavioral change. A study on theater-use for behavioral change found that 

beliefs and attitude change have to precede the actual behavioral change 

(Causey et al. 2012). 

 

Forum Theater interventions in the study also help establish a strong opinion 

among the study participants. The quantitative evaluation study analyzed the 

shift in the ‘don’t know’ responses related to gender-equitable belief and 

knowledge on sex trafficking. The ‘don’t know’ response in any survey can be 

interpreted as a valid response, given a case when respondents lack adequate 

opinion or knowledge to answer yes or no (Rubin et al. 1995; Sanchez and 

Morchio 1992). Respondents also prefer to hide their true answers with a ‘don’t 

know’ for questions relating to attitudes and sensitive issues that are socially 

unacceptable or when respondents are unmotivated to answer (Berinsky 1999; 

Demaio 1980; Krosnick et al. 2002; Noelle‐Neumann 1974; Stone and Shiffman 

2002). The study has found that the intervention group showed a decrease in the 

response rate for both sets of questions, while the response rate for the 

comparison group dropped drastically only for the gender-equitable belief 

questions. The decline in these ‘don’t know’ responses can be an indicator of a 

status shift, where respondents developed opinions on subjects that they had 

overlooked earlier. The ‘don’t know’ responses at the baseline for both sets of 

questions were fairly high, indicating that the communities have lesser 

knowledge about gender than the evaluation showed.  

 

The restructuring of Nepal with the promulgation of the new constitution 

occurred between the baseline and evaluation of the study. The onset of the local 

provincial government has endowed communities with more awareness-raising 

activities on gender issues organized through the grassroots community-based 

organization, which may have also increased gender awareness together with 

the Forum Theater interventions at the study sites. The International Men and 

Gender Equality Survey conducted in India finds that men consistently 
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supported the least equitable norms (Levtov et al. 2014), stating the need for 

such targeted activities. The ‘don’t know’ response analysis for the study further 

indicates that the comparison group had more developed opinions on gender-

equitable beliefs compared to the intervention group. A possible explanation for 

this observation can be attributed to the educational differences between the 

groups. The comparison population has more educational attainment than the 

intervention group. The awareness of sex trafficking according to the ‘don’t 

know’ response indicates that both groups have some level of awareness during 

the baseline. The decrease in the ‘don’t know’ response pattern in the 

intervention group is likely due to the Forum Theater interventions. A marginal 

decrease in the ‘don’t know’ response for the comparison group is indicative of 

a lesser awareness-raising activity in the local communities, on sex trafficking.  

 

The use of Forum Theater in earlier studies has not always produced the 

expected outcomes. A study using Forum Theater to challenge stereotypes and 

prejudices toward obese women showed the opposite findings. The study 

identified that participating students reinforced their popular beliefs on the 

socio-cultural norms and continued to engage in fat-shaming and idealizing 

popular beliefs of the thin-ideal women (Gesser-Edelsburg and Endevelt 2011). 

The possibility of recall bias has also been identified by Forum Theater studies.  

A study on rape-supportive attitudes did not find any significant differences 

between the intervention and controls after a long-term follow-up, while a short-

term assessment suggested that those who had participated had lower rape-

supportive attitudes (Frazier et al. 1994). Another study on theatre in school-

based sexuality education concluded that significant findings were limited, but 

the interviews revealed positive responses. The differences between the 

qualitative and quantitative findings were attributed to the nature of the 

participatory theatre, highly personalized content, and the scientific methods of 

evaluation, which are possible reasons for this contradiction (Ponzetti et al. 

2009). As stated, the use of Forum Theater has produced divergent and 

conflicting results, which indicate that further investigations of the method are 

necessary at different levels. 

 

The findings from the study identify that Forum Theater as a method of 

awareness-raising increase the ability of the individual with both active and 

passive learning. The quantitative comparison between the group has shown 

that Forum Theater interventions have increased the gender-equitable belief and 

helped to develop a strong opinion on equitable belief and knowledge on sex 

trafficking.  
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CONCLUSION 

Humankind has evolved to the present modern marvels, and all could happen 

due to a will to change. Change is inevitable and it sparks a fresh start, but few 

things have remained unchanged and untouched, and the status of women is one 

of them. The global presence of gender inequalities and violence against women 

voices the unjust and unfear unfair treatment towards women since the dawn of 

humankind. Half of the population of the world continues to suffer from norms, 

values, beliefs, and practices prohibiting them from having an equal footing.  

 

Societies like Nepal with patriarchal practices, and entrenched with constructs 

of unfair treatment towards women, have positioned women to subordination 

and marginalization. An effort to test a change in this status quo has been an 

integral part of this thesis. The test of Forum Theater as a method of intervention 

for awareness-raising was conducted in Nepal. To understand oppression, it is 

a pre-requisite to develop awareness, information, and knowledge; and we put 

it into a test of a participatory and interactive awareness-raising method. 

 

Forum Theater has motivated audiences to act for change,  at both the personal 

and social levels. It has not only provided an alternative solution to existing 

problems but also made the audience realize that discrimination, violence, and 

oppression are not the basic building blocks of social and personal operatives. 

The realization for change, ending of impunity, and equal footing for women 

has been the take message home message of this thesis. 
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MAJOR LEARNING 

Conceptualizing violence and inequality 

The elusiveness of violence and inequality makes it difficult to define what 

constitutes inequality and what defines violence. The diversity of personal 

experiences, cultural influences, and varieties of interpersonal relationship 

diversely situates inequalities and violence. Especially, in a traditional society 

like Nepal, the definition of inequality and violence may vary as the society is 

very much influenced and driven by male-centered values and norms. The 

estimates of violence and the description of inequality using the standard tools 

could provide under- or overestimation of the findings. For example, mild 

physical violence in a relationship in Nepal can be considered by a woman as a 

gesture of love from her husband’s love. Similarly, the gender norms and 

responsibilities of in the division of labor division in household work and taking 

care of children are identified as a female-specific job, in which females 

themselves do not want their men to be engaged. The two examples presented 

suggest that both inequality and violence are subjective to culture and its 

definition can be very fluid. 

Forum Theater as an intervention 

The use of Forum Theater as a tool of awareness-raising was well received by 

the audience. It is a powerful tool for public participation, providing both 

education and entertainment. We had collaborated with one of the best theaters 

in Nepal and the artists involved were professional artists. We could see the 

eagerness in the audience as they could see a live performance of their favorite 

stars who performed on the television and in movies. The use of influential 

personalities for delivering a message can be the key to success. The emotional 

engagement of participants and the handpicked stories from the same localities 

never made the performance unreal. The participation of locally influential 

members, such as police, representatives of various groups, etc. added more 

essence to the shows as their participation helped the audience to learn about 

different viable solutions for a presented case of oppression. The primary 

rapport building with the audience with song, dance, and exercise helps the 

audience to relax and enable their participation when required. The passive 

audience members, who are shy about getting into the performance, can equally 

learn from observation. The use of Forum Theater has proved that learning does 

not necessarily require doing. The method using dialogue was a newer 

experience to the audience; earlier they had only witnessed a monologue drama 

where audience participation was restrictive. This opportunity to speak up one’s 
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mind on a given situation in a theatrical play and maneuvering the play as 

desired helps the audience to assess real-life situations in the form of a play. 

The content of the play must provide local flavor and something that the 

audience members have been witnessing in their daily lives. This adds 

ownership to the content of the play and engages the audience to the maximum. 

This method of edutainment was well-received by all age groups, sex, and 

educational background. Forum Theater as a method of activism helps to 

developing knowledge, negotiating abilities, and equips bring energy to the 

audience to advocates for change. 

Methodological issues 

The study posed a challenge for reaching a sizeable population for the study. 

This could not have been possible without support from local field staff. The 

engagement of locals has helped this study immensely as they served as the 

bridge to the study population. Their facilitation with the gatekeepers and 

support with logistics such as the venue for data collection, mass mobilization, 

and control could not have been possible for any outsiders.  

 

The use of tablet devices and headphones was a newer experience to many of 

the middle-aged and elderly study population. It was fun for these respondents 

as they held this handheld mobile computing device for the very first time in 

their life. Recording answers for these study populations was challenging as 

they were immersed in technology that they had never been exposed to before. 

In a few instances, many of these them accidentally escaped the question screen 

and feared that the device had broken down.  

 

It was a serious challenge for the data collection team to manage power backups 

for the tablet device. Many of the study sites did not have a continuous power 

supply and some of the places where we conducted the data collection had no 

electricity connections. It was a challenge to wake up a dead tablet in these 

instances. We had even hooked cables from the power supply of generous 

neighbors to revive our draining tablets. We never knew when the power crunch 

could happen, so as a backup, we had carried power cables and power 

distributors along with our tablets.  

 

The study relied on continued discussions among researchers and the theater 

partner from the very beginning. Discussions had been held on themes of the 

play, story writing, and several feedback sessions for the rehearsal was 

performed. All parties had to know become familiar more with each other’s 

subject areas of specialty. A cordial team spirit was developed with the Forum 

Theater partner and all those involved, which increased solidarity, team support, 

accountability, and ownership of the project. 
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LIMITATIONS 

There are some study possesses limitations of the study, which are is described 

below under: 

 

a) Study design 

The study had a broad objective of assessing changes in the level of gender 

equality and violence, and knowledge on sex trafficking using Forum Theater 

interventions. The scope of the study was large, and the narrowing of objectives 

could have enabled the research to focus more on fewer aspects of the study. 

The study was very engaging and required the utmost attention in creating 

newer knowledge that it has produced. 

 

b) Self-reported data 

The study had to rely on the self-reported data, owing to the sensitivity of the 

subject. This use of self-reporting may have increased recall and social 

desirability bias.  

 

c) Drop out 

The number of study respondents dropped greatly in the evaluation group, and 

the study could only reach a little more than 60% of the baseline population 

after the exclusion. Aspects such as an unavoidable situation of human 

migration for jobs and opportunities, resettlement of the female to the husband’s 

home after marriage, and death among the respondents was were beyond the 

control of the study. A sizeable population at the intervention sites did not 

participate during any of the Forum Theater interventions, which also 

contributed to loss at the follow-up. Personal communication with these drops 

out showed that the most common reasons for not attending the Forum Theater 

shows were due to work commitments and non-availability due to travels. 

 

d) Lack of earlier research 

The use of Forum Theater at this level may have not been conducted earlier. 

Similarly, Forum Theater studies have mostly been evaluated using a qualitative 

method, and very few pieces of research are available which haves quantitative 

appraisals. The gender data gap in Nepal made it difficult for comparing 

compare the findings from this study. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

The study has contributed with new knowledge on participatory methods of 

community engagement, utilizing the Forum Theater intervention. The 

theoretical model developed from the study can help future research on 

establishing the efficacy of Forum Theater, while the intervention and 

evaluation methods can be replicated in similar settings. The findings from the 

study encourage further tests and an exploration of interactive methods for 

community engagement and awareness-raising.  

 

The study was ambitious with research on violence, inequality, and sex 

trafficking through an intervention-based study. A common conceptual 

framework can be difficult to achieve with broader aimed studies. The lack of 

any gold standards for violence and inequality can be the major question 

haunting the researcher at each stratum of research. The need for stringent 

methodological approaches is required. 

 

Any intervention-based research on awareness can be challenging as behavioral 

changes are difficult to assess. Social desirability might influence the samples 

to respond to questions, based on what is desirable rather than what they 

practice.   

 

Changes are only sustainable with ownership; future research should aim to 

facilitate the process of awareness and information activities developed by the 

community. Participatory research methods can also be developed further to 

develop tools and measurements on inequality and violence, based on the 

practices. 
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LOOKING AHEAD 

The Forum Theater based intervention has been successfully tested with this 

project. The findings suggest that Forum Theater may trigger change at both the 

individual and the social level. Future research can utilize the best practices 

identified by this study to develop further participatory approaches for increased 

ownership and sustenance of the efforts. The current study has left out the 

comparison groups from ten different villages. A new project can be developed, 

incorporating the participatory approaches for capacity building of the locals, 

in developing and conducting Forum Theater at the local level by the local 

communities themselves.  

 

The project can conduct different workshops to transfer skills and technical 

knowledge to the local community, engaging representatives from the women’s 

group, female community health volunteers, local youth groups, and the 

government representatives. This can engage locals in rehearsing real-life 

situations in a theatrical space. With the developed skills, it is not only the 

agenda of gender mainstreaming and empowerment that can be achieved, but 

various other problems at the local level can also be suggested and solved using 

a participatory, engaging, and democratic process that involves dialogues and 

negotiations. The use of existing networks and collaboration, both at the local 

and higher level, can provide greater support for the project which aims for 

culminating local change through local involvement. 
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Excerpts from researcher's diary 

 

The flashback 

 

As a child, I grew up in an urban area of Nepal, but I was always fascinated 

with the simplicity and rawness offered by unspoiled and pristine rural areas. 

One of those real-time exposures every year would be the time when my father 

along with my elder brother would take me to our farm during the harvest 

season. Every single visit installed newer experiences. The ride on the bullock 

cart and holding the whip made me feel very special, with the passage of time 

and more encounters with the reality of the village; I observed that women 

seemed to be working more compared to men. I understood that women not 

only completed the household chores but also took care of the family and 

children, washed the clothes, sweated in the fields, etc. The other thing that had 

a profound impact on me was that I never saw the women wearing any footwear 

as opposed to the men. I could see that the women were always dressed in their 

traditional attire with no blouse, while men had the liberty of wearing a modern 

dress. My child brain always thought that this was probably the normal way, as 

everyone was following the same way of living. 

 

I remember vividly a few locals who would work on our farm with crop sharing. 

Aside from a few men, I used to get along with one middle-aged woman. She 

had a son, Bajaru, maybe a few years older than me, but we used to get along 

and play together. The communication the woman and I engaged in were always 

funny. We both could just understand bits and pieces of the language we used. 

She was poor with Nepali, and I was more than worse with her ethnic language. 

Despite the language barrier, interestingly we understood each other very well. 

I came to know that her husband had died after a few years of marriage, and she 

was living at her parent’s home raising her children. I remember people calling 

her, either as Gulchan’s daughter or Bajaru’s mother. Much later, I came to 

know that she also had a name, Dhai. 

 

During my high school years in Kathmandu, as a student of natural science, I 

could relate biological science to understand that estrogen and progesterone 

were vastly different than testosterone. I came to know that despite sharing the 

same chromosomal number, men and women possessed sexual differences. I 

once stumbled upon the works of Freud and was exposed to his work on 'penis 

envy.' The differences between the sexes that I had understood so far had now 

crossed the sphere of anatomy and exploring neurons as well as the grey cells 

of the brain. I concluded, obviously, there were differences, but most of the 

differences were pseudo differences, and the only important difference was the 

one which nature had designed to what Darwin had referred to as the 

propagation of the species. With my studies, I was learning natural and applied 



78 

science; during those years, I did not think much about the sex/gender 

differences, except for exposure through news and few observations at the social 

level on the differences and violence faced by women. 

 

Seventeen years before with my first development mission to the far western 

part of Nepal, the scenes of gender inequality started unfolding, and I could 

relate my childhood experiences. This time it was even more precarious; I found 

that women had to stay in the cowshed during their menstruation. It was referred 

to as a cultural practice, claiming that females were impure during their natural 

ovulation cycle every month. This was unique to the far western part of Nepal, 

although I had read about it, but had never witnessed it in the eastern and central 

part of Nepal, where I was born and grew up. During my various missions, 

traveling the length and breadth of the country, atrocities against women, in the 

name of witchcraft, dowry killing, and victimization, selective sex treatment 

toward children, etc. crossed my path. I had observed girls as young as 6-7 years 

old, fetching water, fodder, fuelwood, crops, etc. balancing heavy loads in their 

tiny hands, shoulders, and head. Most of the time, these girls walked barefoot 

in the rugged terrain and stopped for a while to gently gaze at the group of boys 

passing by, heading toward the school with slippers beneath their feet and 

school bags on their backs. I could never gather the courage to ask these girls 

what stopped them, but their eyes spoke a billion words. I began questioning 

myself, how can a culture which offers to pray to female deities and boasts to 

the world of having the only living goddess, Kumari, also produce a culture, 

favoring such inequalities.  

 

I was in Kenya during mid-2012, where I had the opportunity to explore the 

interiors of the Kenyan coast alongside Mombasa. I was there for three months, 

evaluating HIV and sexual reproductive health programs. The situation for 

women was much like what I had observed in Nepal. I could hear the same 

stories of witchcraft, alcohol and physical violence, lack of opportunities, and 

the facilities for women and girls that I had been hearing about in Nepal. The 

color of the skin, culture, terrain, and geography differed, but the problems of 

inequality and the silent suffering were the same.  

 

After returning from the Netherlands to Nepal with my master’s degree in 2012, 

I returned to my work with the earlier works. I was engaged with the 

International Committee of the Red Cross, evaluating a mental health program 

targeted to the families of those who were missing in a decade long armed 

conflict in Nepal. I remember one specific interview, where a woman whose 

husband had been missing for 7 years due to the insurgency provided me insight, 

“I am a Hindu woman, and I have to follow its rituals, practices, and customs 

accordingly. I don’t know if my husband is alive or dead, but I need to follow 

the traditions.” Hindus have the custom that unless the dead body is received or 



79 

the news of death is heard, the person cannot be claimed dead. She added, 

“Every year when the festival of Teej (annual festival in Nepalese culture, 

where women fast for a day and pray for the longevity of the husband) comes, 

I need to follow the rituals, although I don’t feel like doing it, I have to, I need 

support and social approval to continue my life in his absence and this also 

makes my in-laws happy.” I never came across any such sentiments or felt the 

pressure for any men whom I had interviewed for the project. The constructed 

differences between the sexes were so extreme. I don’t know what other 

hardship the woman had been facing, but I am certain that her dragging of life 

was certainly an uphill task.  

 

Setting the scene for this research 

I was invited to an academic event by my local supervisor, Sunil Kumar Joshi, 

where we first discussed this project together with my supervisor, Katarina 

Swahnberg at the Shanker Hotel in Kathmandu. We agreed upon researching a 

sex trafficking survivor study. We had prepared an application and submitted it 

twice to the Swedish Research Council for the grants but failed to qualify. 

Linnaeus University decided to hire me as a Ph.D. candidate; hence, a 

collaboration was established with Katmandu Medical College, Nepal.  

 

We conducted the trafficking survivor study with support from the Community 

Action Center, a local NGO. The interviews and the experiences shared by the 

trafficking survivors motivated us to plan for an intervention-based project. We 

felt the need to conduct an epidemiological study with a Forum Theater 

intervention. The success of the project depended on stringent plans, and we 

had a lot of planning to do from identifying the Forum Theater partner, to field 

mobilization, tools/instrument development, etc. This required me to undertake 

different tasks simultaneously together with my role as a researcher.    

 

Tools development and testing 

After the development of the questionnaire, we had yet another task of putting 

the questionnaire into the tablets. We had a plan to use color-coded audio 

computer-assisted self-interviews (C-ACASI) using the mobile tablet device. 

We felt the need to provide greater security, anonymity, and privacy for the 

study respondents. We had hired local professionals to develop the C-ACASI 

system. Once the system was ready, we initially tested it with the undergraduate 

and postgraduate medical students at Kathmandu Medical College. We 

conducted field-based pre-testing at two sites, firstly in Ramche village of the 

Sindhupalchok district and secondly at Biajanathpur village in the Morang 

district, reaching 125 samples.   
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The Earthquake 

 

An earthquake of magnitude close to 8 on the Richter scale shook Nepal during 

April of 2015 at 11:56 AM, and another bigger one in less than 15 days with a 

magnitude close to 7 on the Richter scale hit again. Our pre-test site, Ramche 

village had no house standing and the country was at a standstill with the 

recovery works still in progress. The aftershocks still visit us at regular intervals, 

and it is reported that we have had more than fifty thousand aftershocks bigger 

than 5 on the Richter scale to date after the biggest ones. The earthquake killed 

more than 9,000 people, and we still do not have figures for the losses sustained 

to properties and the infrastructure. The situation was tragic throughout the 

worst affected areas of the nation, and Kathmandu with its higher population 

density, lack of open spaces, and closeness to the epicenter was seriously 

affected. The anguish, fear, and helplessness were primary obstacles to 

overcome, which is easier said than done. The supplies ran out for numerous 

standing homes, as the hilly roads linking Kathmandu and other areas were 

closed off at different places due to the landslides caused by the earthquake. The 

preliminary works which had just started for the project had to be stopped until 

the beginning of the new normal.  

 

The economic blockade 

 

Things were trying to settle after the earthquake in Nepal. The same year in 

2015, during September, India imposed an economic blockade in Nepal during 

a humanitarian crisis. Nepal is a landlocked country and the only way to get the 

imports is via the roads. India’s action with the sealing of the borders, not only 

affected regular supplies but also ended with a complete stopping of medical 

supplies, petroleum, and much-required earthquake relief materials. Although 

India never accepted the imposing of the economic blockade, critics and 

analysts have provided the opinion that India was not happy with our 

constitutional provisions. Nepal had recently developed its constitution after the 

complete political transitions. 

 

The undeclared economic blockade lasted for four months and was lifted the 

way it was imposed in February 2016. The country was once again at a 

standstill; the only movement we had was the continuous aftershocks of the 

ground due to the earthquake. The only thing that we could do for almost a year, 

from the time of the earthquake to the blockade, for the project was planning. 

Immediately, after the blockade was lifted, together with the Forum Theater 

team, we went to the field for the script visits.  
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Data Collection 

 

November to December of 2016 also marked the baseline data collection for the 

project. It was not an easy task to reach 2,000 respondents in the twenty different 

villages, and I also had to be at the University for the course requirement before 

the summer. I had been using different networks to identify the local field staff 

as the future of the project rested entirely on the planned field activities. The 

only problem was that I was based in Kathmandu, and the study site was almost 

500 kilometers away in eastern Nepal. I had to engage in a countless number of 

personal communications with available networks to finally find 20 different 

field staffs at the 20 different villages.  

 

Before the baseline commenced, the field staff who had just been receiving 

information from me on the phone had to be thoroughly oriented with the 

project. I had summoned all the field staff for the orientation session in 

Biratnagar and made it my project base. The reason for choosing Biratnagar as 

my field base was due to access issues. The transport facility to reach the remote 

and interior project sites was relatively easier there, and I also had the 

opportunity to fully charge the tablet devices for the data collection. A schedule 

was developed for each site during the orientation session. We also had the 

challenge to overcome, the sensitivity of the research required respondent's 

privacy and we had to accommodate an average of 100 respondents at each site. 

I had to find a place where the respondents could sit and self-administer the 

questionnaire in 20 different alien sites to me. I requested the field staff to help 

locate community places such as schools, temples, local village meeting halls, 

etc. anywhere that could accommodate people with a door and seating 

arrangement. This required coordination at a different level and I had to rely on 

using both formal and informal approaches.  

 

The data collection for the baseline began. For almost two months, I had to start 

at 6 in the morning. I had to allocate travel time to reach the sites in not so 

friendly roads, both in the means of comfort and safety. I had to reach the site, 

locate the interview location, and complete the set up before the respondents 

arrived. I also had to learn a new skill of crowd control, as flocks of residents 

including the elderly and children were attracted by the display of the tablets. 

They consistently swarmed around the location, which caused me to be 

concerned about the privacy of the respondents. The other skill I had to acquire 

as being an electrician. The battery level dropped gradually as the day 

progressed. The display and the constant use of audio recording would cause 

the battery level to drop in no time. There were only a few locations where I 

could feed the hungry tablets for the rest of the locations; with no power sources, 

I had to rely on the neighboring houses if any. My supplies also included 13 

tablets, a roll of cable (50 meters long), and power distribution outlet plugs. I 
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had to hook the cable from a generous neighbor to power the draining tablets in 

the name of research. I owe a million thanks to the local supporting residents 

who provided me free electricity and helped me with fixing the lines. At times, 

however, the power would discontinue due to the power cuts and at times the 

power chords had to be disassembled to let a tractor pass. Based on the number 

of respondents, few sites had an early end of the day; moreover, for a few sites, 

the data collection continued until dark, maybe until 7 to 7:30 PM during the 

winter nights. In a few places, the only source of light was the brightness that 

came from the display of the tablet and the flashlight from my phone. I had no 

breaks in between, as the respondents were called in batches at regular intervals. 

The days would sometimes end for me at 9 to 9:30 PM upon reaching 

Biratnagar; then, the first thing to be done was transferring the data to my 

computer and plugging in the tablets for the next day that would start at almost 

the same time at 6-7 AM. This had been the routine for almost two months and 

the baseline data collection finished. 

 

The qualitative data collections always occurred in a jovial atmosphere. The 

focus group and the individual interview participants were no stranger to me, 

nor I was a stranger to them. The baseline introduced us, and the brief exchange 

of words during the forum theater interventions made both the parties realize 

that we were age-old friends. This rapport building with my respondents and 

the development of that trust helped me to conduct those six focus groups and 

thirty individual interviews with relative ease. 

 

The quantitative data collection for the evaluation was much easier than the 

baseline. The locations were no longer strange to me; the respondents had been 

exposed previously, so they knew what had to be done; also, the power issues 

could be handled with the same loyal 50-meter-long cable. The routine was 

almost the same, but this time I had a medical problem. I had been diagnosed 

with type two diabetes and hypertension since 2017 and was on oral medication. 

I had to follow the same routine as the baseline, which greatly affected my 

health; nonetheless, the data collection continued. Indeed, it was incredibly 

stressful with close to two months in the field requiring the same level of effort, 

coordination, and planning. Luckily, I survived my medical conditions despite 

hunger and omnipresent stress. I still remember when the data collection was 

over and I was flying back to Kathmandu. The moment the plane took off with 

my data fed computer and the tablets in my overhead compartment, I had that 

sigh of relief that I cannot explain and a question in my head, How did I do this? 

I still get goosebumps when I relive that moment, and I have a million thanks 

to all those who made it happen. My supervisors provided me the independence 

and the flexibility to decide and act on millions of unplanned things that 

happened in the field. My main supervisor was thousands of miles away in 

Sweden, and my local supervisor was almost half a thousand kilometers away 
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in Kathmandu. Their support to let me work on my instinct and experience not 

only increased the level of trust that we had but also motivated me to self-

explore more on how a researcher evolves and grows.    

 

Forum Theater Interventions 

 

The Forum Theater interventions always reminded me of festivities. It was a 

part of the project where I always felt that I was giving something back to the 

community. The Forum Theater work was coordinated by the Actors’ Studio 

Nepal, and I am more than pleased with what has been achieved. As soon as we 

had the project plan, we began looking for a suitable partner who could help us 

with designing and conducting the interventions. I had met Anup Baral, the 

director of the Actors’ Studio after meeting two eminent theater personalities in 

Nepal. I had discussed and shared the project idea with the two theater giants; 

one of them had a busy schedule, and the other agreed to be part of the project. 

I met Anup after a personal recommendation from a friend who happens to work 

in a development organization and had been using theater-based activities for 

his projects. I had heard about Anup earlier but had never seen his work; he was 

an actor in both theater and movies, a director, and a painter. After I met him, 

my first impression of him was that he was a good human being. I do not know 

what clicked between us but in less than 15 minutes of the first meeting, I was 

sure that we had a theater partner. The reason for this was that he believed in 

Forum Theater the way I did, he trusted that change was possible, the thing I 

was aiming to test. Then I met Dev Neupane, the manager of the Actors’ Studio. 

I feel that we could make the interventions possible only because of the 

connection we both had with each other. He was the bridge for the Forum 

Theater partner, and I was the bridge connecting the research. We had 

developed such a fine-tuning that at the time we did not even need to 

communicate about it, and it was done from both sides. What level of comfort 

would anyone ask for in a partnership?  

 

Although the work of Forum Theater was completely assigned to the theater 

partner and full autonomy was provided. Both Anup and Dev always asked for 

my feedback on the various aspects involved with the interventions. Working 

with artists also develops a hidden artist that is inside you; I always felt the 

same. My suggestions, feedback, and comments whether it was about the 

concept in the story, the delivery method, script, etc. also provided help for the 

interventions, which was greatly appreciated by the partner. Before heading to 

the field with the interventions, work for the Forum Theater began a month 

before, with script finalization, music, artist selection, and final rehearsals. The 

research team together with the Forum Theater team, consisting of almost 18–

20 people in a group used to be in the fields for almost two weeks. The 

interventions also required several rounds of planning ahead of time. The 



84 

development of schedules for the show with field mobilization to inform about 

the show began no sooner than the final rehearsals began in Kathmandu. 

Logistical arrangements for the vehicle to reach the intervention sites, living 

accommodation for the team while in the field, etc. were aspects that I had to 

be involved with before the interventions. I was also overly concerned about the 

security of the noted theater personalities in our team and the only white 

outsider (my supervisor). To avoid any unforeseen troubling circumstances, 

before embarking on the journey for the Forum Theater, I used to inform the 

district police office at Morang of the schedule and request them to send a few 

police officers during the performance. I owe many thanks to the district police 

station and the concerned officers, who arrived in the Forum Theater location 

as per the schedule before our arrival and left the scene once the show was over 

and we had headed back to Biratnagar. We only encountered a security threat 

once during our second Forum Theater intervention, when we were stranded in 

the middle of nowhere for more than 6 hours due to the landslides.  
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