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This article creates a narrative loop between an AIDS education workshop in a Brazilian prison, the Brazilian theatre Director Augusto Boal, and my work in UK prison theatre. It is deliberately palindromic returning back to the beginning at the end. Besides the large loop starting and finishing in the São Paulo prison, there are two smaller ones made explicit in this text. The first is Augusto Boal’s journey which starts in political theatre opposition to the Brazilian military in the 1960s, arcs outward in exile to Europe and then curves backwards to his current work in Rio de Janeiro. The second is the history of the Theatre in Prisons and Probation Centre which started in Manchester University Drama Department, took its practice (that borrowed from Boal) to Brazil, and then reworked this experience back in to its projects in the UK. Whilst it might be possible to read this article in different ways, the main point to emphasise is that these loops have trajectories of their own and this article seeks merely to note various points of meeting and overlap. 

The Salão Nobre

In 1997 I paid my first visit to Carandiru prison in São Paulo, Brazil – a prison that I was told holds the record for being one of the biggest in terms of numbers of inmates in Latin America. Pride in size of your prison is a strange device for impressing visitors. An early reminder that criminal justice systems are constructed around rhetorical devices that often have little to do with impact on crime. With my British and Brazilian colleagues I was there to run a pilot programme of AIDS/HIV education workshops. This was the middle point of a three year project between the University of Campinas, FUNAP (the São Paulo state foundation responsible for work and education in the prisons), the São Paulo state prison system and the Theatre in Prisons and Probation Centre. The project has gone on to be replicated across a state prison system that is approximately the same size of the system in the UK. 

Our venue was the Salão Nobre – a huge cavern of a hall, with a high balcony at one end and a stage at the other. An opera hall without the seats. The evangelical prisoners were working on the balcony and there were various inscriptions on the walls quoting the bible. There was a confusion in the space – whether it functioned as a theatre or a church. In a prison in Rio de Janeiro called Lemos Brito there is a similar hall (with seats this time) which again is both theatre and church. Whilst watching a theatre workshop there in 1999 I noticed a huge sign hung across the stage:

“Tema: A Glória da segunda Casa 


(Theme: The Glory of the second House)

Divisa: A Glória desta última casa será maior do que a da primeira( e neste lugar darei a paz(
(Slogan: The glory of this last house will be better than that of the first(and that place will give peace)”

I could not help understanding this as an ironic demand for renovation and also a reference to the confusion of what house this was – church or theatre. Could the second house – theatre – ever give peace? These two halls seemed to hark back to some original glory, some original intent which was now long since forgotten. Peeling walls and puddles of water in both this space and the one in Rio marked the caves as faded, echoes of some past that no-one seemed to remember. In the present day however the space was being contested.

The Salão Nobre therefore played a suitably ambiguous role in framing the meanings held in that day. Outsiders came to work inside, gringos with Brazilians, white with black, and the free with the captive. All powerful dichotomies in their own right. After the initial introductions the workshop took off. Thirty prisoners (approximately), two British theatre workers, two Brazilian theatre students and two prison officials. Two hours of participatory theatre on AIDS, HIV and sexually transmitted diseases. Still images were created by the prisoners out of the bodies of their peers. Images of drug use, conflict and desperation. Images of friendship and hope. Images of the complex life of the prison which I might read one way whilst the group could read in another. The tableaux were changed to reveal desires for the future. The group revealed stories and also crucially created absences. The silences spoke as loudly as the narratives that were voiced. Prison work once again was able to confuse neat oppositional categories, and question our assumptions. 

Prisons are places tied up in complex matrices of power, control and surveillance. They are also importantly implicated in discourses of ‘behaviour’ and ‘citizenship’. The ‘good citizen’ is both a rhetorical object of the prison process – it is what they state they are taking the prisoner towards - and also a reference point that defines the prisoners’ difference. They are labelled as not good citizens. The words citizen and prisoner function as a dichotomy to include and exclude. 

Theatre similarly is a place and a process structured around power, discipline and ‘surveillance’. It is an art form that has traditionally existed as a one way discourse from the wise actors and playwrights to the observing citizenry in the pits below. Theatre has been called civilising, implicating it too in the discourses of ‘citizenship’ and good ‘behaviour’. It has been used with much same missionary zeal in projects of colonisation, as has the church. The confusion of the Salão Nobre space should not be surprising. 

However neither the house called the theatre, nor the house called the prison are monoliths. They both represent sites of dispute and conflict. There are holes, cracks and possibilities in the walls of both. Whilst my work seeks to exploit the fissures offered in prisons, one of the major challenges to a traditional disciplining theatre based on a monologue – whereby the audience sits passively and consumes the wisdom of the stage – has come from the Brazilian Director and political activist Augusto Boal. The theatre workshop in the Salão Nobre that day owed its approach and structure to the possibilities created by his work.

PRIVATE 
Augusto Boal - Small loop 1
tc  \l 1 "Augusto Boal - Small loop 1"
It is important to give a brief sketch of the journey made by Augusto Boal to understand how his work came to be adapted by British theatre workers to a prison in his homeland. He started his work in the Brazil of the 1960s as a radical theatre director. With the onset of the military dictatorship, he and a group of actors started touring agitational plays to workers, students and landless labourers. One of his most famous stories is his visit to a community where his group was performing a play that called on the peasants to take up arms against the landowners. At the end of the play, members of the audience approached the actors, saying how much they had enjoyed it. They then added that they were going on a raid that very night and that the actors should join them. Boal had to explain that the guns that they had raised at the end of the show were not real – they were props. Fine came the reply, they had plenty of real ones to go around. Boal then had to explain that they were actors and in fact they could not actually fire guns themselves. This is a key story Boal that uses to explain the development of his theatre practice. He claims that from this point onwards he vowed never again to instruct an audience in something that he himself was not prepared to do. Theatre according to his vision had to be based on a dialogue between audience and actors. This story is central to Boal’s first book – Theatre of the Oppressed (1979). A work deliberately aligned to Boal’s compatriot Paulo Freire’s classic Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). Boal through his theatre work sought to challenge what Freire called ‘banking education’ (1970, p. 52) – banking theatre – where there is a one way exchange between educator and educated, or stage and audience. He sought to create a ‘problem posing’ theatre where the public became actors active in presenting and solving the problems of their lives. Boal attempted to forge through this work and his many subsequent books a liberatory practice in which questions are asked rather than answers given.

Boal’s work offers a vision of theatre practice that is not a monologue from stage to audience. Whilst it is often difficult to distinguish in his writing between this ideal and the realities of implementation, it did inspire him through many further practical experiences, trials and errors to develop a whole series of exercises and techniques which he calls the ‘arsenal of the theatre of the oppressed’ (Boal, 1992). The principal aim of these techniques is to provide a methodology for working with people who have no experience of theatre or acting. It is these exercises that provide the building blocks for the design of workshops such as the one we ran in Carandiru. It is important to remember however that they are not – to continue the metaphor – fixed in concrete and the translation of written exercises to actual practical workshops with various communities must always be a process of negotiation and adaptation. The experience should challenge the inspiration as much as the inspiration organising the experience. It is wrong to treat Boal’s work as a linear progression from the author to the book to the new practice. At its best he creates a loop that constantly should reinvigorate and re-evaluate practice

One part of this framework or arsenal is the technique known as Forum Theatre in which communities are given the tools to perform short plays on collective ‘oppressions’. In this process scenes are created by a community which pose questions or demonstrate problems faced by that community. Each performance ends in the failure of a group or individual to have their needs or desires met. At this point the audience are invited to resolve the issue. They move from the passive ‘spectator’ to the ‘spect-actor’ and literally climb on stage to intervene in the action. Whilst again there is no claim made for an easy relationship for the vision of this work and its eventual execution, Forum Theatre is now practised across the globe by many different and diverse communities. In dealing with changes in individual and community behaviour it has become attractive to a wide range of people and organisations working in the field of behavioural change. It is only a small leap for example to move from the assumptions of Forum Theatre to the agenda of prisoner rehabilitation programmes.

The story of Boal’s work and life takes him on a journey of exile from Argentina, Portugal and then to France. His long presence and practice in Europe explains why he became well known to theatre practitioners on this side of the Atlantic, but remained comparatively unknown in Brazil. He conducted numerous workshops and seminars and became an inspiration for a wide range of community theatre practitioners in desperate need for new ideas. His work was thus incorporated into UK theatre practice with only a cursory glance to its Brazilian origins. 

This loop is completed with Boal’s return to Brazil in the mid 1980s. He is now developing the arsenal of techniques to examine how theatre can directly involve itself in the legislative process. His new work called ‘Legislative Theatre’ (Boal, 1998) was started during his time as Vereador (councillor) for the Rio de Janeiro city council and is now being developed across a range of marginalised communities in Rio and other Brazilian cities. It is at this point in his trajectory that our work in Carandiru was taking place. 
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So where does the work of Boal fit with the work in prisons? In 1992, with a colleague, I set up the Theatre in Prisons and Probation (TIPP) Centre to develop participatory theatre programmes for prison and probation services. We were working broadly within a theatre of the oppressed framework developed from the work of Boal. The prisoners through a process of theatre exercises and games would be encouraged to develop their own stories, that posed questions about changes they sought in their lives. We created plays about living in communities across the Northwest of the UK; scenes of domestic conflict, disputes in bars, drug deals, overdoses, joyriding and robberies. In presenting them either to wider prison audiences or to each other in small groups they would be encouraged to intervene to try and resolve the problems. Plays, performances and workshops were done in men and women’s prisons, young offender institutions, probation centres and bail hostels. 

Whilst the first forays in to this field were done under the auspices of supportive prison education departments, gradually our work became a meeting of two discourses. The criminal justice system is a zone of competing rhetorics – in one prison there can be different and conflicting discourses which impact on different staff groups’ practices. The prison psychologist will map out and promote a terrain that will overlap with some and cause friction with others. The prison officers will construct and reproduce a rhetoric of security, danger and punishment that will complement and constrain the action possibilities of a governor. One discourse that particularly came out of the Probation service from the late 1980s was that of rehabilitative group work – particularly that based loosely around cognitive behavioural principles (McGuire and Priestley, 1985). At the time this framework was an oppositional movement to a Conservative government who were claiming that prison worked and that people did not change. It was therefore an attractive place to seek alliances. Gradually the language of this discourse became our home, and the key to opening many previously unopened gates. 

However the field was not only attractive because it supported a belief in change, but also crucially because the practice was shot through with theatrical language and method. Group work for prisoners and probationers used behaviour rehearsal, modelling, and role-play (see for example Rose, 1988; Hollin, 1990; Goldstein and Glick, 1994). It was based on social learning theories that are heavily reliant on constructs related to performance (see Bandura for example – ‘from observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed’ (1977, p. 24)). Both theatre and behaviour can be presented as the reworking of incidents that have been observed. The changing community behaviour ideal of Forum was connected to the behaviour change demanded by group work. Thus over a number of years we gradually developed a level literacy in this our new home. We came to speak group-work-speak with a fluency that meant we could almost hold our own within the discourse. The TIPP Centre went on to develop offending behaviour courses, an anger management programme and workshops for drug users groups (Thompson, 1999). These are now used in prisons and probation services across the country. 

All used the techniques of Boal but adapted them to the requirements of cognitive behavioural group work practice. In the anger management course for example we adopted the tableaux work of Boal’s Image Theatre (Boal, 1992) but shifted its focus so that it was used to reveal the thought processes behind each moment leading to violence. Image Theatre enabled groups a controlled method for examining the building of anger. In the offending behaviour workshop we used images to break up narratives around crime, and then small Forum Theatre scenes for the group’s to practice ‘new behaviours’. The process of adaptation however did in retrospect illustrate both the potential of the relationship between the two fields but also the tensions. At the heart of this was the assumption that communities would identify certain activities as problems. Many prisoner groups, particularly young offenders, saw nothing wrong with hitting their partners or stealing cars however. We were thus in a position where we had to make problematic a group’s behaviour before they would want to intervene in scenes to change it. We encouraged images or role plays that showed the consequences of actions, that focused on the impact of behaviour on others, and that challenged the mystifying narratives of crime justifications. It was only on the back of the problematising work, that we could then build the groups exploration of solutions.

Even with this tension at the heart of the practice, we advocated strongly for our approach to group work with prisoners and ‘offenders’. We displayed our own theatre discourse accent by championing what we offered as ‘participative and active group work’. Rightly we argued that if you were working on behaviour change you could not sit around talking about it – you had to act. Rightly we argued that if you were working with people who have struggled in traditional education settings you could not rely on purely written and verbal stimuli, you had to involve them by other means. However the tensions remained and they became more clearly understood through the experience of prison theatre in Brazil.

Back to Brazil

All the work I have been involved in Brazil was started by my colleague in a prison in the capital Brasilia. It was the development of projects in this space that started to shift our perspective on prison theatre work in the UK and make explicit some of the tensions within it. At the same time this project challenges some of the wider assumptions behind the rehabilitation theories popular in the UK criminal justice system. First in Brazil they were not interested in the broadly cognitive behavioural group work practice in the UK. This in itself reminded us that our practice was a product of a very specific political, ideological and cultural moment – it had no straightforward legitimacy outside that context. In Brazil prison education and rehabilitation were framed more in the discourses of cultural and human rights. They argued that there was no point in predicating work on the idea of personal change – as ultimately cognitive behavioural work does – if the extreme conditions of poverty that the vast majority of prisoners come from and return to are not transformed. The theatre programme in Brasilia became about reconnecting people to their society, not insisting that they could change in isolation from it. The end result of the project in the Brasilia prison was a performance by prisoners on issues of slavery, oppression on Brazilian ranches, and the racism of the criminal justice system. These plays were eventually taken out of the prison, to performances for families of prisoners and the prison hierarchy in the Ministry of Justice. In these events the work of Boal was turned on its head, with the elite being petitioned to intervene on stage and solve the problems that their system was presented as upholding (see Heritage, 1998 for a fuller description). This process positioned the prisoners as actors and citizens who had the right to ask questions, and debate solutions to some of the key issues in Brazilian society. It confused the neat dichotomy between the citizen and the prisoner discussed at the beginning of this article.

We therefore went back to Brazil practically and theoretically. I believe we needed to refocus on the Freirian roots to Boal’s work. We needed to remind ourselves that an agenda of change set from the outside is an imposition not an act of liberation. The tension of the facilitators trying to ensure that the group identify the ‘right’ problem was a key issue not a minor aberration. Much of the rehabilitative group work in the UK criminal justice system and certainly what I have seen in the US, presents a behavioural ideal that the group must reach. The behaviour of the good citizen is written, and the process of the therapeutic group revolves around the participants slowly learning the script. The future, the target, is predetermined. Behaviour rehearsal (the heart of most offender rehabilitation programmes) insists on a performance of obedient citizenry. If people learn to perform without being involved in the creation of the script, the behaviour will sit like an artificial skin easily disposed of when the person enters the world outside the prison. A great deal of group work suffers from a failure of maintenance of gain partly due to this pedagogical problem. I cannot know what is possible behaviour for another person, and therefore the process can only pose the problem, ask the question and involve people in searching for solutions. This is central to Freire and Boal’s work. We should not be telling groups what sort of citizens they should be, but involving them in creating their own visions of the way they connect to their society. The tension at the heart of the practice of the TIPP Centre meant we in danger of straying into the divisive, dichotomising and ultimately punishing rhetoric of the good citizen. 

Back to Carandiru and the Salão Nobre

AIDS education is all about behaviour. It is often premised on the demand for a very simple behavioural change – get people to use condoms. Carandiru once again reminded us that behavioural solutions, however simple, could not be given but must be discovered in the process. The tendency to assume that we could identify the problems of our groups in the UK – we knew that their joyriding was ‘wrong’ – was radically undermined by this experience. The only way that the simple divisions between the group on that day could be breached, was by a pedagogical principle that all we could do was ask questions and learn. The dichotomy between captive and free person, Brazilian and gringo could only be confused by challenging the assumption about knowledge that this division provides. I did not know what AIDS meant in that prison and the prisoners had to be our teachers. The Image Theatre of Boal was used therefore to create representations of the group’s reality and give the whole group the opportunity to read what they saw. One participant’s image of a guard and a prisoner was read by others as a father and son. This technique enabled multiple readings of images of AIDS to be linked to other narratives. When one man’s AIDS tableaux was read by another as a story of hunger in the drought affected Northeast of Brazil (from where many of these prisoners had fled) the new connections, acknowledgements and resonance became a central learning experience – for all.

In Carandiru the education department was not staffed by outside professionals, as is the practice in the majority of Brazilian prisons and certainly all prisons in the UK. Here prisoners were trained to be ‘monitors’ and they would then teach other prisoners. This was done both because of a sound pedagogical principle and also more practically because it was viewed as too dangerous to have outside educators in the prison on a permanent basis. Our group that day was made up of prison monitors who because of their position had a degree of power and respect within the prison community. This meant that the work might be sustained after we left. Asking questions in this context could provide a breach of the simple, clean divisions that prison walls seek to create. Having a prearranged behavioural script to pass on - use condoms - would have ensured no dialogue and a reinforcement of those barriers.

Use a condom. We don’t have any. 

Use a condom. They are prohibitively expensive for our partners – who come to the prison for conjugal visits. 

Use a condom. Wives are sold on conjugal visits to other prisoners to pay off debts and you can’t control the condom use of your debtor. 

Use a condom. I’ll die from violence long before I die from AIDS. 

Use a condom. Most of us are already HIV positive.

Cognitive behavioural group work has now become the rehabilitation orthodoxy of the criminal justice system in the UK. Drama is even mentioned as an important method of delivering these programmes in the Probation Inspectorate’s new publication Evidence Based Practice (Chapman and Hough, 1998, p. 15). Prisons and probation services seek to create good – well-behaved - citizens. Prison theatre practice could become a process of encouraging critical citizenship – providing a point of connection between the prisoner and their communities, but also giving them a voice to critique and change that community. In both the UK and Brazil, these communities often provide an incredible challenge even to ex-prisoners with the strongest desire to change their lives. Prison theatre work must be refocused to engage people in a project that links personal to community change. Only with this can personal change have a chance of being sustainable. Eight years since the first theatre workshops in the Brasilia prisons a group of prisoners now leaves every day to tour drugs education plays to local schools. They are engaged in a process of community education and development. A process that sustains their personal transformation through an active participation in educating young people about their future – this is a pedagogical exercise that is vital for both the actors and the school children. Critical citizenship is exactly this. It is people’s engagement with changing their communities. It positions the ‘citizen’ as a shifting, incomplete individual who through the process of campaigning for community change is simultaneously changing themselves personally. One cannot somehow be created before the other. Like the theatre of Boal it is an idealised vision which in my experience has been and will continue to be negotiated in the loops, meetings and overlaps between theatre, rehabilitation, the prisoners and the prison. 
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The TIPP Centre continues to concentrate on developing work for the criminal justice system, but now with a greater emphasis on work with ‘at-risk’ youth. Boal’s group in Rio – the Centre of the Theatre of the Oppressed (CTO) – came to Manchester, UK in November 1999 to work with these groups. A new project in Rio’s juvenile prisons is being set up with CTO, designed by my colleague from the Brasilia project. I will return to Brazil in 2000. Boal comes to Europe to talk on new projects. Prisoners leave prisons, and many more go back in their places. We keep looping the loop. 

PRIVATE 
Post script

Leaving the Salão Nobre on that day we walked past pavilion 9. In 1992 a rebellion started here which lead to the prison being invaded by the military police. 120 prisoners were shot dead in two hours. The pavilion was badly burnt and was now notable because it was newly painted and the walls still clean. A physical appearance very different from the peeling Salão. Whatever the small fissure in the prison that allowed the dialogue that we had had that day to take place, it was a telling reminder that voices raised and questions asked are more often silenced than celebrated.
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The Power Of Research

Research is not a science

Research is not an art

Research is not a public thing

It lives inside my heart

Science is a ruler’s tool

Art’s an ego trip

Research is going where it leads

And learning from each slip

I can tell you of my science

I can well express my art

But the outcome of my Research 

Is hidden in my heart

All the science works for business

And so does all the art

But the power of my Research 

Can blow it all apart
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