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Introduction 

Rio de Janeiro, 26 November 2007

Paul Heritage

From 2000-2005, I gave hundreds of different introductions to Staging Human Rights. I stood on makeshift platforms in prison yards, in conference centres, universities, legislative assemblies, public squares, in theatres, on radio, television and in the newspapers. I spoke in front of prison directors at official ceremonies, at trainings of prison guards, at international conferences on prison reform, in the foyer of the Ministry of Justice, in the British Embassy in Brasília and at the Soho Theatre in London. My audiences were prisoners, guards, politicians, academics, students, human rights activists, funders, and families of victims of violence. I always stood up with a feeling that there was something to fight for, people to defend, a new space to conquer. These were embattled years, but all of us involved in running the programme seemed to find new ways of speaking about what we do and why.  Each artist who entered a prison, each guard who ran a workshop, each prisoner who stepped onto a stage had to find new words and forms of articulating themselves in relation to the demands of that moment. The first declarations that we all had to make were those that defined us as responsible for the programme Staging Human Rights.  

In the article Real Social Ties? [pp.22 - 40], I attempt to give some idea of the hostility with which the programme was met at the first presentation to prison directors in São Paulo. The resources I needed that morning were nothing in comparison to the guard in a country prison in the North East who returns to his prison from a training on our programme and has to convince his colleagues that he is going to run his first drama workshop with prisoners. And his problem would have begun with the name of the programme: Direitos Humanos em Cena/Staging Human Rights. When we first announced the title to a group of 80 prison educators in the State of São Paulo, they begged us to change it. These were the formidable workshop leaders of the AIDS/HIV Theatre programme we implemented in São Paulo´s prisons from 1998-2000. They understood the work we did, and had battled successfully to run workshops with prisoners that openly discussed the most intimate details of their lives and the behaviours that potentially put them at risk. They were eager to take on the challenges of the new programme, but argued passionately that the title was a mistake. They asked us to swap ‘Human Rights’ for ‘Citizenship’ or something else less provocative to the prison system. ‘Human Rights’ were two volatile, contaminated words. They despaired that we were lost before we began. 

Although it was probably a mixture of ignorance and obstinacy that kept the title as Staging Human Rights, it was a decision that helped to define the programme’s success in what seem to be legitimate ways.  Reading today’s paper in Rio de Janeiro as I write this introduction in November 2007, it would be easy to despair of the futility of anything we did during those years. In a prison cell in the small town of Abaetetuba in the state of Pará, a juvenile female prisoner has revealed that she was incarcerated with adult male prisoners. She was forced to swap sex for food and other ‘privileges’. The courage of her revelations is almost as great as the horror of the situation in which she was imprisoned. The denunciations from the Brazilian authorities have been swift, but it is apparent that even the most basic forms of human rights are still impossible to defend within the Brazilian system.  The UN Committee on Torture reports that Brazil still maintains thousands of people in situations where torture and similar maltreatment continue in systematic ways.  Amnesty International has taken the opportunity to show that the case of the young woman in Pará is not an isolated incident. Women in Brazilian prisons regularly suffer sexual abuse and torture in sub-human conditions without adequate health care, hidden from the public gaze.  What then did we achieve through a programme that boasts of such fervent activity across so many years? 

The UN’s Latin American Agency for the Treatment of Crime and Delinquency undertook an independent evaluation of a thousand prisoners on the Staging Human Rights programme and reported a significant increase in their knowledge about human rights and corresponding changes in behaviour
. The exact quantitative data for the five years remains difficult to calculate, but Staging Human Rights was implemented in 11 States, in hundreds of prisons for thousands of guards, prisoners and their families.  The archives at People’s Palace Projects contain hundreds of detailed reports of all the workshops, public forums, trainings and declarations that were presented. And yet, still the abuse and the torture continues.  What we can say, and learnt to say during the implementation of the programme, was that the dialogue about Human Rights found a new space. Each time a training took place, every poster that was put up, and every glossy brochure that appeared was another way of legitimising the idea of human rights in prisons. The programme t-shirt that claimed ‘Human Rights for all those who work and live in the prison system’ may seem crude and almost redundant. Those who wore it inside the prison did so bravely. Those who wore it outside the prison, know how easily it could open up debate on a bus or at a bar. The contamination of the system by the programme and the re-iteration of its title became a part of the way in which we could begin to talk about its success.

The UK National Lottery Charity Board [NLCB] who funded the first year of the programme in São Paulo were rightly insistent in knowing if £100,000 of their money had been effectively spent. They visited a year after the programme had finished, seeking to measure medium to long-term impact after the end of the funding. Their two evaluators interviewed a range of people involved in the programme, including prisoners, guards, activists and Nagashi Furukawa, the Secretary for Prison Administration. In Dr Furukawa’s office, the British evaluators asked if he could indicate what the project had achieved. He pulled out a copy of the Declarations that had been produced at the end of the first year and presented to him at the Latin American Parliament by representatives of the guards and prisoners. He amazed evaluators and defied my expectations and credulity when he announced that all of the rights claimed in the document were now guaranteed by the São Paulo system. The evaluators asked him to be more specific. He seemed randomly to select one of the 37 Declarations and used it to justify his point. At the beginning of the programme, he said, female prisoners did not have access to conjugal visits even though this was a right guaranteed to male prisoners. The programme had campaigned vigorously for this to be addressed, it was articulated in the Declarations and had now been implemented. 

The incident shows the dangers as well as the delights of evaluation. It seemed to offer the NLCB exactly the sort of concrete results they wanted, although it was not clear that people buying their lottery tickets in the UK would have thought they did so to bring sexual rights to women prisoners in Brazil. But even though it may have been true that women were now benefiting from access to conditions by which they were able to enjoy conjugal visits in prisons, it would be difficult to claim that our programme had been responsible for this shift in consciousness. It may or may not have played its part. Such a deterministic evaluation is as much a trap as it is a seeming reward. It presupposes a relationship between cause and effect that is not possible to measure within cultural programmes and sets up expectations that would be impossible to control or satisfy.  It is as false to accept the apparent success of such a moment, as it is to be defeated by the revelations of the abuse of the young woman in Abaetetuba. We can use each of these moments to reflect and attempt to understand more about the processes in which we engage through this work, but armed against the desire to claim that which we can never know. For all those involved in Staging Human Rights was indeed a way of knowing something more: about theatre, about Brazil, about England, about prisons, about human rights. I hope wherever I stood to introduce the programme I never asked the audience to believe in theatre any more than as a social process that might enable new ways of knowing ourselves. 

The articles and texts that follow in this Bulletin cannot hope to tell all the stories or present each side of a five-year programme that had such different outputs, facets and features. There was a strong central axis to the development of the project, which may not be so apparent in retrospect. During the first year of the programme,  Staging Human Rights was implemented in 38 prisons in the State of São Paulo and culminated in presentation at the Latin American Parliament building in December 2001. The methodology used in that first year was a development of the AIDS/HIV project which had preceded it, and was based directly on the Forum Theatre practices of Augusto Boal. In the final year of the AIDS project, we had worked with the Centre of the Theatre of the Oppressed in Rio de Janeiro, and together we created the new programme on human rights. Once this was successfully established in the first year in São Paulo, the strategy was repeated in Staging Human Rights II which took place in a further five  Brazilian states. 

Meanwhile Caoimhe McAvinchey
 and Lois Weaver
 devised a research programme which created an opportunity to test other performance methodologies from live art and performance in working on issues of human rights with women in prison in the UK and Brazil. This produced a strong parallel strand of activity which became known as Staging Human Rights IV, although it was initiated at the same time as the earlier phases. In the final years of the programme, the two methodologies were brought closer together as Staging Human Rights III – the second extension of the Ministry of Justice programme – brought together techniques and approaches from Forum Theatre and Live Art. 

The radio play and documentary – produced in collaboration with Kate Rowland at the BBC’s Writersroom – may seem another divergence yet was crucial to furthering our understanding of performance within the prison context.  Catalogued in retrospect as Staging Human Rights V, it did not come at the end of a linear process and was a part of the original research proposal to the AHRC. The research and creation of the play Carandiru was important to our strategy of using public performance to stimulate debates about human rights in prison. Although the broadcast on Radio Three reached the widest audience, the ‘live listenings’ at the Soho Theatre in London and the British Embassy in Brasilia were perhaps closest to the spirit of the rest of the programme. 

The bulletin is as fragmented as the project itself. There are obvious repetitions, gaps, echoes, inconsistencies and inadequacies in what we are publishing now. For anyone that wants to know more about specific aspects, People’s Palace Projects has an extensive archive relating to the programme that can visited by researchers. Some of this material is also accessible at www.peoplespalace.org.uk Much of it is available in English, although the majority of the material is in Portuguese. There is an extensive report on Staging Human Rights I, which includes the evaluation report by ILANUD together with articles by prisoners, guards, Augusto Boal and members of the Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed. Staging Human Rights II-IV are well represented on a DVD available from PPP which shows examples of the work produced by the guards and the prisoners. Copies of the play Carandiru and a documentary about the making of it are also available on cd from People’s Palace Projects. Translations of research materials, the play text, diaries by the director and one of the actors, are all available in written form, and provide comprehensive documentation of Staging Human Rights V.  

I have chosen as an introduction to this Bulletin a short preface that I wrote for the presentation of the Declarations in the foyer of the Ministry of Justice in 2003. It was the end of Staging Human Rights II, when the programme was first extended to five more states beyond São Paulo. The Federal Department of Prisons constructed a stage and we brought groups of prisoners to perform from the Federal District of Brasilia and Minas Gerais, a neighbouring state.  The interactive performances were introduced by Augusto Boal, with members of the Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed providing expert help to the participants as the presented. Letiticia Sabatella, one of Brazil’s most popular and glamorous television actors, brought her own particular lustre to the hosting of the event.  The Declarations were handed to the Minister of Prisons by one of the guards who had organised the programme within the prison where he worked. The kiss he left on the Minister’s cheek, was as impossible to imagine as the fact that he was handing her a combined set of human rights declarations prepared by prisoners and guards across five Brazilian states from the Amazon to São Paulo.  Is it really necessary to claim anything more significant for this programme than the potency of the combined participation of such diverse elements from Brazilian society – Ministers, civil servants, prison directors, guards, prisoners, their families, soap opera stars, human rights activists, academics – in the social act of making and believing in theatre?

Introduction

Staging human rights

Ministry of justice forum,

Brasilia July 2003

Paul Heritage

To produce theatre in prisons is a form of setting up impossible encounters. All great plays seem to begin with an encounter that should not have or could not have happened: Oedipus and his father; Romeo and Juliet; Estragon and Vladimir, as they wait for their Godot. My memories of making theatre in Brazilian theatres in the last ten years are full of impossible encounters. Prisoners and students that would never have come together, except to make theatre; prisoners and guards meeting as if for the first time; prisoners that found new ways of relating to themselves, their peers and their world; and perhaps the most difficult encounter of all, between prison and society, a relationship that has to be re-made in order for us to have any hope for the future. 

Latin American prisons permeate the nightmares of European sensibilities. Whether the images originate from Hollywood or international human rights agencies, the story is of torture and a denial of human rights. The vision that we have of Brazil is made of clichés that come as much from the stories of violence and abandoned street children as from beautiful beaches and bossa nova. Since 1992 I have attempted to make theatre with Brazilian prisoners and become involved in the production of images that both reject and reaffirm the ways in which we see prisons in Brazil.  Each project has in some way attempted to investigate how theatre could become a part of the penitenciary system, seeking new ways in which the prison could both see and be seen. Staging Human Rights with its insistence on acts of registering, recording, documenting, training and sharing inscribes itself in ways that make that hidden world so much harder to forget, so much more difficult to ignore.   Prison is a world where survival is tested to its limits. The survival of theatrical activity within prison has become a form of resistance and a negation of the actual system itself. 

In the last five years the work has received support from Queen Mary University, London and is part of a series of research projects that People’s Palace Projects continues to develop in the fields of theatre and social development. The methodology of Staging Human Rights II is based on the theatrical techniques of the Brazilian theatre director, Augusto Boal. People’s Palace Projects has worked closely with the Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed in Rio de Janeiro to find effective ways of adapting Boal’s techniques to the prison universe. 

In each of my visits to the projects last year, it was an extraordinary experience to see the individual experiences of the participants in conflict with the environment where the theatrical work was set. The power of a simple theatrical game to transform inhumane spaces and the new relationships forged in those moment never failed to move and excite me, even after fifteen years of theatrical work within criminal justice system in Britain and abroad. When a prisoner reaches out to touch another prisoner, we know that this contact only occurs because of this activity that we call theatre. And it is contact that directly contradicts the way in which people ought to behave within the limits of that space. The prisoners, monitors and guards produce moving testimonies concerning the impact of the work, which reminds me how much has been achieved over the last few years. When I started the projects in Brasília in 1992, there wasn’t even a room in which the work could take place. We spent the first few weeks in the dry, unforgiving heat of the prison yard. There was one English academic and twenty Brazilian prisoners, making images of that world on a floor of red soil being observed by the curious and the hostile. I can now visit the same prison and see drama exercises being turned into part of a discussion on human rights in prisons, in a room that has been re-imagined and reformed as a studio theatre. 

There has probably never been a theatre programme within prisons of such ambition as Staging Human Rights. The fact that it is being developed in Brazil does not mean we can put a stop to the nightmares that haunt our collective conscience in terms of the reality of prison. In Brazil it is hardly necessary for international human rights groups to point at human rights abuses inside the prison system. Evidence of this is presented almost daily in Brazilian newspapers, where mutinies and rebellions put the lives of prisoners and guards in a situation of permanent risk. Despite recent initiatives of the highest standard to implement effective human rights regulations in various parts of the Brazilian prison system, there has been too little impact on the daily lives of the prison population. As in many other countries, the majority of prisoners are made up of those that have already been marginalized by poverty and race, and by the consequent exclusions from adequate opportunities in education and employment. These factors too often weigh as heavily on the behaviour and treatment of the guards as the prisoners.   The scale of this programme could never match the courage of the prison authorities that have opened their doors to allow its implementation. 

The declarations of Human Rights that have been developed on our programme by those that are incarcerated and work in prisons elude any definition that lawyers and policy makers give within national and international statutes of Human rights. However, they share a very important characteristic with previous, more prestigious, declarations: they are unfounded. They have no authority apart from their own power with which they are expressed. Their authority comes from their own performance, their act of utterance. That power was ever greater at the moment they were first pronounced, through the voices that have echoed on improvised stages in prisons yards throughout all five States, in the last eight months. The courage of people who found a voice - and of those within the system that allowed them to be heard - added another authenticity and validity to the moment of their utterance. The Declaration of Human Rights that will be presented today does not distinguish those rights demanded by guards from those demanded by prisoners and guards. Its presentation, both in the final document and its collective art of performance at this forum, appeals to the foundations of equality and unity that are venerated in all contemporary and historic definitions of human rights.

By ending this phase of our project at the Ministry of Justice, with prisoners and staff of the Brazilian prison on the stage together, we bear witness to the active social process that we need to build a society that is based on the dignities supposed in human rights.  In this unified declaration, forged by a joint project and in common purpose, guards and prisoners become hostages of each other’s fortune. And we remain hostages of our own commitment to implement the visions that have been offered as a promise for a future based on a pressing and urgent present.

Taking Hostages

Paul Heritage
If, as Charles de Gaulle once remarked, politics is too important to leave to the politicians, then human rights can certainly not be left to the lawyers and lawmakers. Indeed, the authority of human rights in the modern age lies beyond the particular civic institutions of power and appeals to the universal and unique status of mankind itself. When Thomas Paine sought to lie out the principles which fired the French and American Revolutions, he did so in terms which still form the cornerstone of our thinking on human rights today. The ‘equality of man’ is given not by God or government, but by man himself. Rights are the self-fulfilling and defining act of being human. 

From the Declaration des droits de l’homme et de Citoyen by the National Assembly Of France [1789] to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations in 1948, our understanding of human rights has been founded on the principle of enunciation. They are ‘declared’. The declarations claimed to reconstitute what already exists, but were performative in their action, in that they brought into creation these rights through the act of declaring them.  It is to this tradition that I believe each of us as artists look as we seek to use theatre and the creative arts as a means of promoting and protecting human rights.  

Of course, the UN Declaration of 1948, makes specific reference to cultural rights in Article 27 which states that “everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits,” and that “Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author”. I am conscious that there are many community artists for whom these basic rights are denied and that nothing about the UN Declaration can be assumed to be fixed or universal. We have learnt at a terrible cost that whatever attempts are made to create a political rhetoric that appeals to the universal, rights are always contingent on political ideology and expediency at local and international levels. Recent world events have taught us to be ever vigilant.

However, rather than talk about the universality of human rights, I am going to talk today about the possible ways in which performance-based work can seek to promote and protect human rights within the specific context of Brazilian prisons. What is important about the context of the project that I am going to discuss is that the human rights of the participants – in particular the prisoners - are held in the balance and weighed against civic security and public morality.  The rights of the prisoners are deemed neither universal nor natural. They are equivocal and relative.  

The theatrical masterpieces of western theatre have occupied that same terrain. Elektra and Hamlet challenge both the security of the state and the certainty of the ethical systems on which their societies depend. The dramas that unfold place values in the balance.  The dramas that I will discuss today, made with prisoners and guards in the prison system of Brazil, weigh personal stories and social mores as they seek to ask the difficult questions that reveal the doubts and uncertainties that lie beneath the seemingly solid ground on which our notions of human rights are constructed. 

Staging Human Rights was a 12-month theatre project which took place in the prison system of São Paulo in 2001. Its success has led to an extension of the programme to 5 more States in Brazil, so that it is currently being implemented from Rondônia in the Amazon to Rio de Janeiro in the South.   Today I am going to reflect on just two moments – at the beginning and the end of the first phase of the project. My intention here is not to provide a systematic analysis of the impact of the programme, as that has been done very comprehensively by one of the UN agencies for crime and imprisonment and is to be made available in a report that will be published later this year
. I want instead to reflect on the relationships set up when theatre artists are working within a prison system.  

There is a question that always hovers around the evaluation of any arts project associated with issues of social development: does it work? This is even more urgent when the site of the project is prison or probation.  The notion of the functionality of incarceration affects (some might say, infects) all cultural work that is done within the criminal justice system. The ideological imperative which insists that prisons should bring about change and not mere punishment becomes attached to all theatre work that takes place with prisoners. Invariably the change that is desired is individual, hence the frequent emphasis on measuring recidivism as a barometer of the effectiveness of cultural and educational programmes in prisons.  I hope it will become clear from what I say today that we have not been concerned in this programme with the insistence on individual change nor certain what should be offered in its place.  Live performance is a call to witness. It insists on presence: being there.  Staging Human Rights was an attempt to allow the people who live and work in the prison system of São Paulo to be witnesses of their own lives. And in sharing their work with you today, I invite you to join in that act of witness. 

22 March 2001

Dr Nagashi Furukawa, São Paulo’s State Secretary of Prison Administration invites directors from over 80 prisons to a meeting at the Secretariat in the centre of the city of São Paulo. The State is the size of Spain, and many of these directors have come from the borders in journeys of over 8 hours. The past month has been particularly turbulent, since the ‘mega rebellion’ on 18 February which involved 27,000 prisoners in 25 jails in 22 towns across the State. 19 people were killed and over 7,000 taken hostage, including 2,250 civilians inside the prisons for family visits. The prison directors, already facing the everyday challenges of running under-resourced and over-crowded prisons, now feel themselves at war with organised gangs that have taken hold within the prison system.

There is a simmering of nervous tension in the room as Dr Nagashi begins to announce our project: Staging Human Rights. He acknowledges that for many in the room that morning, ‘human rights’ is a disgusting phrase. I am shocked.  Naively but profoundly. Sitting beside him on the platform and waiting for my turn to speak, I realise just how much I have always assumed the commonality and equality of certain rights as a starting point. Here that is not the case.  I rise uncertain how anything I can say will be able to respond to the realities of their situation. 

Theatre has never had an easy place within any prison system, yet it never seems very far from it. Perhaps the performative nature of punishment and the necessary tension between the hidden and the public, which prisons depend on, has made them natural sites for theatre interventions since the Marquis de Sade first staged his provocations within the confines of Charenton. And this is not the first time that theatre has been used as a methodology of intervention in the São Paulo system.  

Since 1997, People’s Palace Projects had worked with FUNAP [the State Agency for Education and Work in Prisons] to devise an AIDS/HIV theatre education programme, which in the previous year had been implemented in 43 prisons. The success of the project, which had been sponsored by the Federal Ministry of Health and the British Council, had been demonstrated by a very positive evaluation by the Department of Preventative Medicine at the University of São Paulo
. This had led us to believe that we could use the same Forum Theatre methodologies, based on the practices of the Brazilian theatre director Augusto Boal, to stimulate debate around human rights. Following a successful bid to the UK Community Fund
, a grant was secured to implement a year-long programme in São Paulo, in a partnership between FUNAP, the Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed and People’s Palace Projects. On that morning of 22 March 2001, the reality of what we were attempting was becoming all too apparent. 

The justifications for the project that had convinced the UK authorities to fund the work, no longer hold any power to persuade. I had written in our funding application of the reports by international human rights agencies that point to the systematic abuses in the Brazilian prison system. Are these the words that will convince the directors of those prisons to allow us in to begin a theatre-based programme on human rights? I clutch the project proposal in my hand but it offers little clue as to what I should say to these stern faces. 

I begin to describe the work that I have been doing for 10 years in the Brazilian prison system. Starting with a poem by a prisoner that formed the basis of a series of theatre projects that I set up in Brasília
, through to a performance of Romeo and Juliet with a Brazilian soap opera star and a group of juvenile offenders in Rio de Janeiro
. There is genuine incomprehension.  I outline the current programme: five-day drama workshops on human rights, run by FUNAP’s education monitors which will lead to Forum Theatre performances inside each of the prisons. These performances will be known as Dialogues and bring together up to a hundred prisoners and staff. After a series of these Dialogues, each of the participating prisons will be expected to stage Public Forums, where members of the public will be invited into the prison to watch and interact with the theatre forums being staged by the prisoners. In some cases, we expect the prisoners to be allowed out to perform in public venues where their plays about human rights in prison, can become part of wider civic debates. There is genuine anger.

The first question: “Are you saying that the men who took our guards hostage last month are entitled to human rights?” Nothing in writing could do justice to the vehemence of the words as they spring from a prison director who is now standing to full height. He addresses me with the formal title of doctor, but the words are spat across the room at me.  The questions are now bouncing from the floor, and Dr Nagashi and I are fielding them with varying success.  Rationality is not, however, what is demanded here. The anger that is vented is about a system in collapse and about men and women who are constantly endangered by the work that they do in conditions that dehumanise the captive and the captor. 

I announce that the programme is also to be implemented as a pilot project for guards with the co-operation of the College of Prison Administration where they train. There is genuine disbelief. In me they see only the sort of person that so often arrives from an international NGO to denounce abuse in their prisons. My assurances that our attention is not denunciation of abuse but declaration of rights is met with evident suspicion, but my promise that the guards will also have their space to talk about their rights has obviously had an impact.  This meeting is not a real debate. The directors are told that the programme is about to be implemented. The intention is to try to guarantee a space for the project within the prison system, by demonstrating that it has the support of the Secretariat of Prison Administration.  However, anyone who has visited a prison knows that it is in the director’s office and at each individual door that has to be unlocked that the real power lies to cultivate or crush a project. 

As the directors leave the room, I know that inevitably there are some among them that will make sure this project never takes root in their establishment. But I also know that the programme can now begin to be made in ways that those of us who launched it could only begin to imagine.  

12th December 2001

In the centre of the choking metropolitan mess of São Paulo, rises the modernist vision of order and progress that the prize-winning Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer designed for the Latin American Parliament. There the first stage of the project Staging Human Rights produced its final act.  

During the 8 months since the beginning of the project, over 2,000 prisoners had taken part in workshops organised by the FUNAP education monitors. The project had been staged in 34 prisons across the State of São Paulo, from the costal town of Santos where Pelé first put on his golden boots, to the border towns in the North East of the state named after presidents from the early days of the Republic: Wenceslau, Prudente, and Bernardes. In 21 of these prisons the monitors successfully staged dialogues that allowed participants in different workshops to share their ideas and perform to an internal prison audience. On 10 occasions the prisons opened their gates to invited members of the public who came to debate human rights through the interactive theatre forums that were staged. More than 2,000 people saw these presentations, which included prisoners performing in the town square in Presidente Prudente and at the annual conference of prison psychiatrists in Bauru. 

The final State Forum was an opportunity to bring together all of the monitors for one final act, that would both demonstrate what had passed and perform what might be brought about through the urgent presence of the performers and their audience. Here was an instance of the way in which performance can bring together impossible encounters: lawyers, lawmakers, guards, prisoners, their families, representatives from human rights agencies, students and the press.  And the hope behind the act lay in both its vivid present and its imagined future. 

What emerged from the pollution-fuelled smog of a São Paulo Summer’s day was a confluence of theatre and human rights. The same promise that we find in performance is the deferred victory of declarations of human rights. Like theatre, these declarations are always brought into the present by their enunciation, and are based on the experiences of the past. But they point to a future that can be different, can be changed. In Theatre of the Oppressed
, Augusto Boal provoked us to consider that theatre is perhaps not revolutionary in itself, but rather a rehearsal of revolution.  Likewise, the supposed victory of human rights arises from past defeats but lies in a promised future that has not yet been achieved. The present remains the urgent space in which their enunciation prepares or rehearses their imminent arrival. 

The format of the project’s final day of performance was simple. The four hundred-seat auditoria is normally home to the members of the Parliament of Latin America, but for this one day its ceremonial stage had been bordered with the banners for Staging Human Rights.  Three forum theatre plays were presented: one by the guards, one by female prisoners and one by male prisoners.  Each told of incidences of conflict from within the prison system where the participants believed their rights had been abused.  After each of the 20 minute plays had been presented, the audience was given the opportunity to enter the stage and substitute for the protagonist in an attempt to bring about change when the play was re-run. Each of the sessions was facilitated by one of the team from the Centre of the Theatre of the Oppressed, who had helped to prepare the casts for these presentations. 

The selection of which groups were to perform had been dictated by the security arrangements. It was impractical to bring the prisoners very far, so both groups had come from the prison complex of Carandiru, which is in the centre of the city.  The authorities risked much with this appearance of the prisoners.  Recent escapes had made the system very nervous in the weeks leading up to our event, and there was constant discussion about whether the prisoners really would be allowed to participate. Not only were the authorities worried about the possibility of a breakout, but also about the very real risk of an armed rescue being attempted during the performances. Strict rules were established for the prisoners´ appearance at the State Forum, some of which seemed to contradict both the form and content of the event. The insistence on the total segregation of the prisoners from the general public, for example, seemed unlikely given the interactivity of the theatre performances. But it was not that particular integration which deserved most attention on the day, but rather the ways in which the guards and the prisoners met as actors at the event. 

The guards who were selected to present their play came from the prison in Sorocaba, some distance from the capital. They were not therefore the same guards that were escorting the two casts of prisoners. Before the performance there was at first little sign of fraternisation, as the prisoners arrived handcuffed and were shown to separate sides of the auditorium away from the main body of the public.  At all times they were watched over by armed guards in civilian uniform, lining the aisles. The actor-guards were to perform first and began to take their positions on stage. Their play told of the frustrations they experience when human rights agencies come into the prisons looking for instances of abuse. They feel invisible, both inside the prison and outside in the street. Nobody sees what they suffer and nobody listens. The play was funny and moving, and the interventions from the audience brought a blaze of anger from members of NGOs who felt that the picture presented was not an accurate portrayal of their behaviour in prison. The debate was forthright, fulsome and fierce. Quietly from the sides the prisoners were watching, fascinated to see guards dressed in prison uniform submitting to the humiliations of life in a make-believe prison. Horrified beside them were the real guards of the day, sensing that their own position was threatened by the subversion of order that was taking place. 

Two other plays by the prisoners followed, with their desperate tales of the separation of mothers from babies and the inadequacies of the health system in prisons. At lunch the actors all met for the first time, sitting at tables together in the back stage area. Guard and prisoner sharing their fears and pleasures of theatre, constantly monitored by the bemused guards of the day who stood dutifully at the side as the actors enjoyed the familiar post-performance release in shared rites of food and drink.  Perhaps in this moment alone the promise of the project was most consummately performed. 

To close the event, the education monitors of FUNAP entered the stage to read out the 36 declarations that had been produced by the project throughout the year. At the end of each workshop and performance, the participants were asked to write a declaration of a human right that was particular and precious to them. These were edited and collated for the final State Forum and presented to the Secretaries of Justice and Prison Administration who arrived for the final ritual. The education monitors were joined at this moment by two prisoners and two guards, who read out the declarations that had been written during that day as a response to the plays presented in the Parliament. 

The Declaration of Human Rights from São Paulo’s Prison System might escape any definition that lawyers and lawmakers give to human rights in international and national statutes. However, they share one very important feature with previous and more prestigious declarations: they are groundless except in their own power by which they are enunciated.  Their authority comes from the very performative act of utterance, which was made all the more powerful by the echoes of the voices that have spoken them on make-shift stages in prison courtyards across the state for the last eight months. The courage of the individuals who found that voice and those within the system that allowed them to be heard, added one more layer to the ground that was constructed in that instance for the authority of those words. 

By building one indistinguishable Declaration of Rights representing both the prisoners and the guards, the final document and its collective act of iteration appealed to the basis of equality and unity that is enshrined in our contemporary idea of rights. Our post-modern sensibilities may find it hard to accommodate the all-embracing assurance of the Age of Reason, but at least within the local experience of this project, the final Declaration aspired to a universality that links the prisoner, the guard and current Brazilian society.   And if some of the human rights produced by prisoners and guards in 2001 seem rather more local and particular than the general and all-embracing aims of 1789, then it is perhaps appropriate to remember that at the time of the French Revolution, the individual was only just beginning to emerge from the state.  Prison reproduces a society that is medieval in its structures, where naked power and not essential rights are so often the rule of law. It is therefore not surprising to find in these declarations the desire to remove the subjugation of the individual to the general through highly personalised demands.  It is after all in the relationship between the universal and the particular that our rights are forged. 

In recent decades, the struggle for the recognition of rights has depended increasingly on the need to defend fragmented pieces of that unified substance Thomas Paine was content to call Man.  Women, blacks, gays, are all defended on the basis that they share the dignity of a common and universal state of being human.  The project Staging Human Rights set out to fight for the validity of prisoners as inalienable from that which we recognise as human.  However, it was only through the process of the project that we realised the significance of the need to articulate that inalienability with reference to those that are perceived as the other that denies them that right: the guards.  Implicit in all declarations of rights is the relationship with another, who is recognised at that moment in which the rights are uttered.  The respect for the rights of the other, which is the basis for all such declarations, fundamentally frames the human subject in an interdependency of rights and obligations.  And this is not the obligation to universal Man, but to a particular and unique other person with all their own demands and desires arising from the same enunciation. It is the declaration of our rights that binds us in a fight to protect the other before we protect ourselves. 

The French Lithuanian philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, has described the way in which human rights create a “community of hostages to the other”
. Perhaps as our project ended at the Latin American Parliament with prisoners and prison staff on stage with the lawyers and the lawmakers, we could see that process in action.  In their unified Declaration, forged from their joint project, iterated in common statement, they became hostages to each other. And we remain hostages to them in our commitment to implement the visions they gave us of a promise for a future carved from the pressing and urgent present of that day. 

In his preface to the Rights of Man, Thomas Paine refers to one of the French architects of the Declaration des droits de l’homme et de Citoyen. Paine reminds the reader that, “ For a nation to love liberty, it is sufficient that she knows it; and to be free, it is sufficient that she wills it"
.  Through the articulation and declaration of their human rights over an eight-month period in 2001, the inmates and staff of the prison system in São Paulo began their own process of willing freedom. 

Real Social Ties? The ins and outs of making theater in Brazilian prisons

Paul Heritage

An Entrance

At the American Embassy in London in 2001, I was translating for my partner as he applied for a visa to accompany me on a visit to give a series of lectures at New York University.  On the grounds that he has “no real social ties” in the United Kingdom, the visa application was rejected.  Our relationship, the house we own, the joint bank account we have, his studies in Britain were not enough to convince this official that my partner — a Brazilian — would not want to remain permanently in the United States.  Indeed, the official perception of the fragility of our relationship was made all too apparent when I was asked if I insisted on taking all my boyfriends to New York.  How could our weak and inconstant ties compete with all that the U.S.A. would offer to entice him away from the seeming impermanence of what we have created together in London? 

The incident forced me to contemplate what are these “real social ties” that mean so much to the American government that they should be used as factors in determining who shall enter their country.  In trying to escape from all that was negative, abusive and degrading in that incident, I began to wonder about the social ties this official so rigorously invoked and the means by which we know if they are real or not.  The incident has helped me to think about the social ties that I have been engaged in during the making of theatre that crosses social and community boundaries, in particular the boundaries between where I am in my own social, sexual and national cultures and where I go as an artist.  This article will look at those border crossing, with particular reference to my recent work making theatre in Brazilian prisons.

I suspect that anyone who engages in performance work linked to issues of social development has met a version of that embassy official over the years.  The borders we have to cross to make the sort of theatre we believe in will always be policed and guarded in some fashion. Because of the way in which this work is usually conceived and constructed, there will always be a point of entry made by someone from outside.  As the official at the embassy made all too clear, permission to enter is dependent on intention to leave.  At the American Embassy my partner and I were naively honest about the social ties that justified our travel together:  the reasons for both our entry and our exit.  In reflecting on my theatre work, I wonder how honest I have been in my declarations to other guards as I sought permission to make performance beyond the boundaries?  I wonder what promises I have made about the time that I would spend across these different borders?  What social ties have I created and how real were they?  Above all, has it been harder to enter or to exit?  In this essay I look at my comings and my goings:  the ins and outs of making theatre in Brazilian prisons. 

As a point of departure, I begin with an exit . . .  

There is often a moment at the end of a drama workshop when you try to take the temperature of a project.  In those fleeting moments while the group is dispersing, you can often discover the most important things in the casual question and the overheard comment.  This is particularly true in prison, as different realities crash into each other with the movement out of the physical and metaphysical space of the drama workshop and back to the prison. 

In 2000 I was watching a workshop in a São Paulo prison which formed part of Projeto Drama, an education project implemented in 43 prisons across the state.  The programme, which was part of my work in Brazil for over three years, involved a succession of four-day drama-based workshops on AIDS/HIV.  As they were leaving, I talked informally with the men about the impact of the drama workshops.  When asked if he thought that the project would change his behaviour in the future, one of the young men exploded with emotion.  “I have just taken part in a workshop where I have cried, hugged, laughed, played in ways that I have never done in the past.  I have changed totally.  Perhaps next week I will have unsafe sex.  I don’t know.  Why are you so obsessed with the future?  What has happened now is most important.” 

That prisoner’s comment brought a sharp realization of how far I have come in looking to make theatre that is tied to other social realities.  The justification for making this work — the application for my visa to enter this world — has often been made in terms of the way in which theatre has a social impact beyond the moment of performance.   It is not in the now that this work is tested, but in some indeterminate future:  it will reduce risk, increase safety, construct citizenship in some other world that is not the one in which the performance or the dramatic activity has taken place.  Performance work is thus established that is in some way not bound by time or space, but becomes boundless.  Is this what we want?  Is this what we are promising?

Securing the boundaries?

Prison drama is constructed before we as artists seek to re-make it.  Played out first as social realism and then as romantic melodrama (or is it the other way round?), life in prison is always seen through the peepholes of our cultural imagination. Since 1993 I have been trying to make dramas with prisoners in Brasília, São Paulo, Recife and Rio de Janeiro. 

To experience a city such as Rio de Janeiro or São Paulo is of course a negotiation with its borders and its margins. The shape and form of these cities, like so many others in Brazil and beyond, is one of the key consequences of the modernist revolution. As rural immigrants arrived they were pushed to the margins of the cities, which might paradoxically be close to the center. Networks of friends and family who followed them were crucial to a sense of survival within an unknown social reality, and thus the survival strategies of the poor were recognized as cultural. The reaction of the State was an inaction that was legitimized by maintaining the illegality of these areas and their assumed peripheral position in relation to the economic life of the city. The reaction of the middle classes? A constant assertion of their difference and superiority, often configured in terms of European or North American cultural values, and articulating a predominate sense of danger at these borders. The reaction of those who live on the other side of the border is experienced as victimization to a violence that is as likely to be perpetrated by the State as it is by the criminal forces that have filled the vacuum of civic power and order. But such territories are also subject to a fierce romanticism which variously colors the regional past or the present community, and at times even seeks to tint the crime that devastates all these borderlands. 

Luiz Eduardo Soares was, until 17 March 2000, responsible for the political and operational strategies of public security in the State of Rio de Janeiro. He has written of life in the favelas
 being reminiscent of feudal warfare: 
The masculine hegemony is affirmed in the supremacy of courage and loyalty, which has always been restricted to the arts of war, and to a hierarchized environment exclusive to the group itself which enforces an explosive situation of fratricidal factionalism. 

These values are precisely those that modern society has supposedly abandoned in favour of a world which recognizes at a certain level the equality of human beings, subject only to the laws of their gods [in the religious version] or the laws of their Society. It is a development that has allowed the rise of the individual and the citizen, of a world in which politics, civic administration and psychology govern lives.  Even when violent reaction is brought to the fore, such as in the street demonstrations against globalization in London, Montreal and Genoa, the rule of law is supposedly superior to the law of force.  In the Brazilian favelas, this cannot be assumed.  Lest there be any doubt how far these borderlands are removed in fact and imagination from contemporary notions of society, we can look to the system implemented by the administration of a previous governor of Rio de Janeiro. From 1994-8, Marcello Alencar authorized payments to individual police officers that were involved in acts of ‘bravery’. The police were encouraged to enter into armed conflicts with bandits, and receive a reward for the number of fatal victims they claimed.  The system was referred to by press and politicians as the premiação faroeste  - the Far West Prize.

The culture of the prison reflects and further exaggerates the lawlessness that we associate with all borderlands.   Of course, that is not what we expect of prisons.  They are meant to be the place where the law is most rigorously in force, but that is rarely the case.  We in Britain should not be surprised or complacent when we remember that it was John Major as prime minister who, in claiming that prison works, remarked that at least when a man is in prison he cannot commit any more crimes.  The idea that a prison is so far outside of our social world that it is a place where crime cannot be committed finds its logical and terrifying conclusion in the 1994 massacre of 111 prisoners in less that two hours in the São Paulo prison complex of Carandiru, and in the daily assassinations that produce an annual massacre of unimaginable and often unrecorded levels in the prison systems of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo.

The walls that divide the prison from the rest of society are not the only boundaries that separate those within from those without.  Social, economic and racial factors determine global prison populations as much as legal and judicial agencies.  In São Paulo, where 70% of the population is white, the incarceration rate per 100,000 is 76.8 for whites and 280.5 for blacks.  Black people account for 66% of the homicide victims, and the lethality index (number of people killed by the police divided by the number of people wounded in such encounters) is 37% to 100% higher for blacks as compared to whites.
  In Rio de Janeiro, 60% of the population is white, while black people make up 70% of those killed by the police and 60% of those killed in prison.  Thus black people are over-represented both in the prisons and the morgues.  Penal policy reveals itself as a means of social exclusion, and the boundaries of the prison wall can be seen to be as much social and cultural as bricks and mortar, but in every way real.
If the incarceration of the prison population can be seen as based on factors that go beyond the physical and judicial, then the means by which such boundaries are crossed must also go beyond the concrete and the legal.  To talk of cultural action in the face of such barbarities is not to underestimate the forces that conserve such a status quo, but to recognize that there are multiple ways in which liberty, justice, and human rights can be achieved.  All of us working in the cultural development field are faced with questions about the realities of our work in comparison to that of well diggers and AIDS nurses.  But the complexity and interconnection of issues such as social exclusion, the environment and health care open a space for our interventions. 

Going inside . . . 

The prison gate is a transitional space marked by rituals that seek to distance the world that is left behind from the world that is entered.  Visitors, guards and prisoners each in their way are subject to the rites of this particular passage, which operate on both exit and entrance.  Drauzio Varella has worked for ten years as a doctor in Carandiru, Brazil’s largest prison.  Perhaps in his words we can see how the entrance to prison life is controlled as much by ideology as by vigilance:  

No need to knock to go in; as your head approaches the window of the small door, the shadowy face of the porter appears telepathically from inside.  The opening of the door follows the oldest routine of all prisons, which dictates that a door can only open when the last door and the following one have been closed.  It’s a good lesson that helps you learn to wait without showing any signs of impatience.  It won’t help.  I hear the tapping of the door being unlocked and I’m in the Ratoeira — the mousetrap — an atrium with bars and on the left two ample windows for the visitor to identify himself.  Between these windows is a corridor that leads to the Director-General’s office, large and full of light.  The table is old.  On the wall behind is a photograph of the State Governor.  But underneath it, one of the directors, a man who has spent his life in the prison, has put up a brass plaque:  “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to be a prisoner in Carandiru.” 

I return to the Ratoeira.  I wait for the internal gate to open and stand in front of the wall that circles the prison, watched over by military police armed with machine guns.  I pass into the Divinéia, a large yard that is shaped like a funnel.  At its neck lies the room reserved for body searches, obligatory for everyone who enters, except for directors, lawyers, and doctors.  Before gaining access to the pavilions, you have to enter this room and raise your arms in front of one of the guards, who will give you a quick frisk at the waist and a pat on the outside of the thighs. 

It’s another prison ritual.

Like the directors, lawyers and doctors, I am rarely searched as I enter Brazilian prisons, which only serves to increase my anxieties.  If security is compromised by prejudice, then it is unlikely to be effective.  But I wonder, what would the guards be looking for if they were they to search me?  And what should I declare?  My foreignness is obvious, and my gender and age are reasonably apparent.  Class and sexuality are both confused, as gestures, intonations and dress codes that might mean certain things to a British guard are regarded as a part of my nationality in Brazil.  My status is in contradiction:  I am university professor, theatre director and Englishman.  These play out in different ways for me in Brazil and Britain, but my comings and goings bear a curious relationship to the power of all these factors.  I have a large wooden key made for me by prisoners in Brasília.  It reminds me that the real keys of prison are only half as effective as the cultural and social means by which the doors are locked and unlocked. 

I can still remember the first time that I entered a Brazilian prison.  It was through the same small door that Dr. Varella describes above.  There, in a prison that holds over 9,000, I was taken to see a samba competition.  Of all the images I could have expected, this was the least likely for me to have conjured and the one that vividly remains after the physical horrors have become part of an accustomed — if not familiar — world.  The greatest shock was to see how the inmates were organizing cultural activities in a self-sufficient way that I had never seen possible in the British prison system.  It was as difficult to interpret such activity as it was for me to judge the sambas, which I was asked to do in the middle of my visit.  Perhaps we should not read such manifestations with quite the naïve enthusiasm of my first encounter.  Today, I might temper my wonder with the thought that such practices are a means of survival, expected and incorporated into the system.  My work in prison inevitably owes a debt to the participatory traditions that are associated with such cultural forms, and is permissible only because the authorities open the doors.  But within my work, I have attempted to ask if it is possible to break the ways in which spaces and lives in prison are circumscribed and imagined within constrained possibilities. 

In making theatre in prison, we engage in a marginal activity in a marginal space.  What is it that performance can offer as it declares its arrival at these different borders of marginalization?  When writing previously on a theatre company based in one of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, I commented that theatre can operate as a register of individual and collective social histories.
  It is common for Brazil to be called a country without memory, and the lack of official structures within such a marginalized community as a favela makes the act of registering histories all the more difficult and all the more necessary. 

Individual stories of violence or of resistance start to gain a wider resonance in the collective story telling and remembering that forms a part of this process.  Without it, individual acts of barbarism are experienced as terrible and chaotic incidents that are out of control because they are a part of no pattern.  The physical fabric of the favela is in itself provisional and subject to constant disruption and destruction, unlike the official urban environment which is generally experienced as stable and permanent.  While modern and historic cities are integral parts of the national patrimony, the favela is that part which must be removed if all that is deemed wholesome and healthy is to survive.  The survival of the lives of the residents in any form of cultural registration is thus at odds with the very environment in which those lives are lived.

This is all the more apparent when theatre is made in prison, a site that arbitrarily re-structures the subject’s experience of place and time.  Theatre, in contrast, de-structures our perceptions of where and when.  In its very aliveness and immediacy, theatrical performance adheres to spatial and temporal boundaries that declare it is only ever here and now.  It has no past and demands no future.  It asks only that it exists at this moment, while it simultaneously offers the possibility that all time can be present in that one instance.  Augusto Boal, the Brazilian theatre director, reflecting on his incarceration during the military dictatorship, offers a prisoner’s perspective on the reconstitution of the boundaries of time and space which resound with an echo of the power of performance:

In prison, I had a certain kind of freedom.  We, who are free in space, are prisoners of time.  Those who are prisoners of space, of time become free.  Outside, in the daily routine of life, the day to day tasks would not allow me to see myself — I was always in a hurry, always doing, going to do, seeing it done:  in my cell, I was obliged to look at myself and see.  Outside, schedules, tasks, smiles — the rituals of life gave me no time to reflect.  To say “good morning” to myself in the mirror.  We hardly spoke, myself and I.  In the huge space, I had no time.  Now that I had time, I had no space.  In the diffuse disintegration of time in prison — that time in which now was permanent, no before or afterwards:  just the eternal moment existed — and in the concentrated scantiness of the dense space, I thought of myself.  There, I heard the sound of silence.
 

Finding the exits
It is not only on an ontological level that theatre finds its place in prisons, but in the very real possibilities that it offers of new civic relationships that are currently prohibited by the construction of our system of criminal justice.  Despite the geographic centrality of many of our Victorian prisons in Britain, they seemingly occupy the Renaissance position of being outside our city walls.  Throughout his book on his 500 days at the forefront of public security in Rio de Janeiro, Luiz Eduardo Soares emphasizes that what is most decisive in the successful policing of any society is the direct involvement of its citizens in the processes of administering the law.  “Above all,” he writes, “in this field that is so complex and so delicate, the objective and the subjective superimpose themselves in a way that is almost inextricable.”
  Thus, demands for vengeance and for mercy mingle with technical and economic considerations about how a person can most effectively be processed, incarcerated and subsequently liberated. 

Perhaps here is where theatre finds its function.  The special relationship between private and public, individual and collective, psychological and social that are contained in the very act of performance mean that it crosses the borders that normally keep such worlds apart.  Perhaps these are the social ties that theatre can offer to a world where so much has been ripped asunder.  At the very least, theatre offers the possibility that prisoners who are the objects of the system’s vigilance and society’s denunciations can begin to look and to speak as subjects in their own lives. 

Finding the entrances

Thus it has often been the making of theater that has attracted me within the prison context, a search for the means by which performance-based activities can be sustained.  In order to find ways in which theater could become a language and an action that could be incorporated into the daily life of the prison, I have worked closely with the techniques of Theater of the Oppressed.  In recent years Boal and members of his Center for the Theater of the Oppressed have become involved in the development of these projects.  The basis of Projeto Drama and Staging Human Rights (2001-02), has been to train prison teachers in the use of theatrical games and exercises that can be used most effectively by non-actors.  I have written elsewhere about other approaches, including the use of Shakespeare with juvenile prisoners in Brazil.
  However, the methodologies of Theatre of the Oppressed offer the possibility that after the artist has left the theatrical activity will remain.  In Staging Human Rights, teachers are running cycles of workshops and Forum Theatre performances across 37 prisons.  No amount of coming and going by artists could match the depth and structural impact of this project.  Even if it were possible to hire theatre artists to implement a project on such a scale — even if the aesthetic possibilities might thus be enhanced — no visiting artist could achieve what these prison teachers are doing.  They are part of the commitment by the prison system to a way of thinking, talking and doing. 

While we hope that the value of the project lies in the insights and discoveries it makes about human rights in prisons, its impact may be most profoundly felt in other ways.  Perhaps the strength of the project lies not in what it enables people to say, but rather in the actuality of what they are doing.  It is in the staging of human rights that the most fundamental rights are guaranteed.  This is not an abdication of the responsibility of content:  the location of the project and the nature of the participants determine that the subject matter of these dramas will release visions and explore territories that are absent from the main stages of Brazilian culture.  But these projects reach beyond content to make other connections. 

A different exit

August 2001, and I am with a group of 20 prisoners rehearsing their contribution to the Staging Human Rights project.  It is a Forum Theatre play about the amorous relationship between an ex-prisoner and his lawyer, and I watch as the new connections we seek are being tentatively forged.  I have come to a small town, eight hours’ drive from the city of São Paulo, and the prisoners have been invited to perform their Forum Theatre play in the town square the following week.  The rehearsal falters.  Members of the all-male cast are uncertain about which of them should play the female lawyer; they are tense about rehearsing in front of the guards; they are nervous about how they will be received when they present the play to the general public.  The guards shift and smoke, enter and exit unannounced.  They too are nervous.  Is security the issue here?  And if so, whose?  We are rehearsing in a space away from the prison, so the guards could be here to protect society from any possible threat by a prisoner.  Or perhaps they are here to defend me as a foreigner among high-risk prisoners.  Or perhaps the prisoners need defending from each other.  Or perhaps it is the guards’ own security that is at risk.  If so, is that a physical risk, or is it something that is happening through the theatre? 

As the rehearsal progresses and the prisoners become more comfortable, the guards seem increasingly restless.  By now, the prisoner playing the female lawyer is giving a real show, and there is a sense of enjoyment and achievement in the room.  Thoughts of the public who will see the performance have now become an incentive to the group to tell the story as clearly and passionately as possible.  They work hard, repeating and refining their original ideas, throwing away, editing, creating as the play grows and the conflict becomes more tightly focused.  They accept my directions and enjoy the discipline of rehearsal.   When I miss something out or cut something essential, they show me once again that oppression always exists in the detail.  A samba is added, making the scene both simpler and more profound.  Having found what they were looking for, the rehearsal comes to a close with laughter, dancing, and the eager anticipation of seven more days of rehearsal and the performance to come. 

Forum Theatre directly tests its connections with an audience.  On the day of this presentation, the town of Presidente Prudente made a connection with its maximum- security prison in ways that would usually be unthinkable.  Would the audience enter the stage to substitute for the protagonist and seek alternatives to the problem presented?  In this rather unconventional version of the Forum model, they could choose to substitute for either the ex-prisoner or the female lawyer.  In the event, all the interventions were made on the side of the lawyer.  I worried that the prisoners might be upset that no one had wanted to substitute for the ex-prisoner.  But they watched in delight while a line-up of valiant audience members fought for the right to love someone regardless of criminal record. 

It is not the sort of content that we imagined when we created the project.  Indeed, when I arrived for the rehearsal I was uncertain if it was really an appropriate subject for the project.  Other workshops during the Staging Human Rights program have covered issues of access to health care and education, conjugal visits, giving birth in handcuffs and the inevitable but nonetheless shocking instances of violence and torture.  Was this story of forbidden love really about human rights in prisons?  And then I remembered what one of the men had said to me in another prison, about another situation:  “I want the right to serve my sentence as it stands.”  Perhaps that is what this scene was about:  the right to serve a sentence and finish it, not to carry it with you forever.  And perhaps that is what made the guards so nervous when they watched the men rehearsing.  The role the guard has come to play in the prison is to extend the boundaries of punishment beyond that of the sentence.  To do so they must sever the human connections the men have with each other, with themselves as guards and with society beyond the prison.  The theatre we are trying to create seeks to do the opposite. 

A Different Entrance

In the scene described above, we can already see theatres failures emerging along with its successes.  Those guards, nervously making comments at the back of the hall, are the same ones that will take the men back to their cells.  They are the same ones that will tell the prisoners what fools they made of themselves during the rehearsal, the same ones that will look for the merest hint of a smile or insubordination to make sure that João, Giovanni or Johnny doesn’t make it to tomorrow’s rehearsal.  And they are the same ones who might also take part in their own drama workshops as part of the Staging Human Rights program.  Indeed, the guards’ program is the most significant advance on the current project and, wherever possible, takes place away from the prison environment, to remove the guards from the environment and culture of the prison.  Based on the same techniques of theatre games and exercises used to work towards Forum Theatre presentation, the only direct connection to the work produced by prisoners comes in the final Legislative Forum Theater presentation at the end of the project.  

Never having worked with guards before, I had no means of predicting the results.  I expected resistance, which we were given in abundance.  What I could not have predicted was the level of emotion and anger towards the society that discriminates against them for where they work.  As one of them said in an early workshop, the three worst jobs in São Paulo are street cleaner, grave digger and prison guard, but the prison guard is the worst because it combines the work of the other two.  Nor could I have expected to hear a guard say at the end of one of the workshops that he loved the chance to do the drama games because for the two hours of the workshop he forgot he was in prison.  This was most remarkable, as at that moment he was about four hours’ drive from his prison, off-duty, out of uniform and in a school building.  The guards as much as the prisoners live 24 hours a day in their prisons. 

Staging Human Rights is not remarkable for anything other than such moments when it unfixes the world and makes new connections and new crossings possible.  It draws attention for its scale:  37 prisons across a state the size of Spain, with the involvement of over 10,000 prisoners, guards, prison staff, and families.  At a seminar on community, culture and globalization organized by the Rockefeller Foundation in May 2001, one of the conveners, Don Adams, posed a question:  “Can we preserve our decentralization and still effectively oppose the huge global corporations and quasi-governmental agencies thus far calling the shots?  What would it take for this balance to shift?”  Reflecting on my own practice, it seemed that I had spent nearly a decade engaged in a process of globalizing my work so that it could grow to the proportions of Staging Human Rights.  How had this come about, and what are the implications? 

My first entrance

When I finished my first theatre project in a Brazilian prison in 1993, I felt an elation that was rare even within the pleasure zones of this sort of work.  At the outset, the guards wouldn’t even let me have a room for the workshops, so I was forced to work in whatever outside space was available.  We spent the initial weeks exposed to airless heat and the gaze of the entire prison population, as 20 Brazilian prisoners and one English academic began to make images of their worlds on the baked red earth of the exercise yard.  Over the eight months of the first project in Brasília, I not only managed to conquer a regular meeting-space inside the prison, but those 20 inmates were also able to take their play to the Ministry of Justice headquarters for a performance to judges, journalists and politicians.  As I took my leave of Colonel Flávio Souto, the prison director, I was taken aback by his response, which recognized the benefits of the project while totally demeaning the scale on which it had taken place.  He found my energies laudable but laughable.  At the end of his day, there is so much that needs to be done for the prison population as a whole that a project which prioritized so much time and money for 20 prisoners was an irrelevance. 

Colonel Souto made me more determined than ever to find ways in which I could increase the impact of the work I do.  I expanded the project in Brasília so that by 1996 there were five theatre workshops running on a regular basis and the work was seen to benefit those beyond the immediate participants.  Some of the original group left the prison and formed a theatre company which in 2001 is still touring schools and colleges in the Federal District of Brasília.  With each performance they make their own response to the Colonel.  Then in 1996, I began working in São Paulo, which holds 25% of the total prison population of Brazil in only 12% of the prisons.  The problems there are on a scale that would make a drama workshop with 20 prisoners seem very small indeed.

Uncertain exits 

My work evolved to try to meet this challenge.  I started looking at ways in which it might be possible to train existing prison staff to use cultural means to engage prisoners with their lives.  That process culminated in Projeto Drama, mentioned above.  This was followed by Staging Human Rights, which is funded by the UK Community Fund and brings together the Center for the Theatre of the Oppressed with FUNAP, the State Agency for Education and Work in São Paulo.  British participating organizations include People’s Palace Projects (based at Queen Mary, University of London) and the Centre for Applied Theatre (based at the University of Manchester).

It seems as if I have been working towards a “globalizing” of cultural work within the warped world of the prison. While Staging Human Rights goes forward, we are now planning a five-year youth project with juvenile prisoners in Rio de Janeiro.  Meanwhile, I am discussing with the Ministry of Justice how we can implement the human rights project in another six states across Brazil in 2002.  Of course, I hope that every participant will continue to “write their own page of the story,”
 however big the project becomes.  But my focus has been on the ways in which cultural-development work can be multiplied, and its impact extended, rather than on those small and particular experiences which I think we all believe initiate and incite the creative and political process. 

And that is why I find in the fabric of my current project echoes of Don Adams’ question about how we preserve the decentralization of our own work against the drive towards globalization.  How big should we go?  What is our responsibility as cultural activists when faced with the need to justify the impact of our work?  It surely cannot be a numbers game.  What is the balance between quality and quantity?  The program I describe above will not be equally good for 10,000 people.  Does that matter?  The original drama project in Brasília did not have an equal effect on the 20 people who took part.  But is my desire to replicate a theatre project across 40 prisons caught up in the imperatives of a capitalist model that gives value only to that which can be reproduced?  Is the theatrical experience worth more when it can be packaged in such a way that it can be repeated?  That way Disney lies. 

I have no answers to these multiplying questions. I know that my fascination with performance is rooted in its unique existence at its moment of utterance, in the impossibility of its reproduction.  Yet here I am trying to build ways in which it can be structured and repeated. Perhaps it has something to do with the prison itself.  As I have written on another occasion: 

Performance is normally thought of as that which does not survive, thus in seeking to ensure a continuity of theatre in the prisons, I seem to have been engaged in a bizarre act of negation: denying something essential in both the institution of prison and the activity of theatre.  The survival of performance in prisons has for me become a form of resistance and negation of the system itself.  And perhaps that is why replication and reproduction have become important.
 

On each of my visits to see the work as it progresses, it is as difficult as ever to match the individual experiences of the participants with the conditions in which they are working. Of course, if such work is allowed to continue and grow, it probably doesn’t represent much of a threat to a system that is in need of a complete revolution.  I have written elsewhere about the relationship between prison theatre projects and rebellions,
 and it is as important in Brazil as it is in Britain to question at all times the acceptance of cultural projects by a system that is based on such degrading and inhuman conditions.  Projeto Drama, dealing with AIDS/HIV and therefore with sex and drugs in prisons, was never likely to trouble the prison authorities.  It raised subjects that the authorities would prefer to remain unspoken, but like the prison itself, the program appeared to address the security of the inmate.  However, in announcing the new program on human rights, I was aware that in both form and content we threatened to challenge the boundaries that hold the prison and the prisoner in place.

For all the quantitative data that has been gathered about the projects — how many workshops run, how many prisoners attended, how many condoms distributed — there remain doubts haunting the qualitative impact of this project.  Does it work?  As a result of these programs will we really be able to say that there is less risk of AIDS/HIV in the São Paulo prison system?  Will human-rights abuses really be prevented?  What is the relationship between the reality of the prisons and the image of them that has been re-made through this work?  The answers to these questions don’t seem to get any closer as the project expands.  Indeed, the “proof” that is required of the efficacy of the work seems to become more elusive as the demand for it becomes that much more empirical.  The Department of Preventative Medicine at the University of São Paulo undertook an independent evaluation of our AIDS/HIV program that included interviews with 400 prisoners before and after the project.  They concluded that there was a significant change in the level of knowledge and attitudes concerning AIDS by those who participated in the program and that all the objectives were achieved. 

Despite that apparent success, I have chosen to look for indicators of success away from the notion of individual change.  Of course we hope that as a result of the AIDS/HIV project people will make individual choices that do not place themselves at risk.  But we cannot show that.  What we can show is how the presence of this drama work in the prison changes the institution, and how new relationships come about as a result of the project.  This in turn may lead to an environment of respect for self and for the other, and that might make some of the necessary individual changes more possible. 

Although successes are important to note, failures are too.  For every successful workshop, there is the one that didn’t happen because a guard wouldn’t open a door or a fight in the yard meant that all activities were stopped for a week.  If I remember what theatre has been able to achieve, then I must also remember the young man who wrote the poem on which we based the first play I produced in a Brazilian prison in 1993.  Two months later he died of meningitis in the prison because none of the public hospitals would take him.  His name was Moisés, and his poem still serves as a reminder of the question that must stand behind all our work in prisons:  Why, Brasil?
  It is in the questions and not the answers that these projects seek to make their interventions through encounters that might otherwise be impossible. 

I have been a privileged spectator in Brazilian prisons for nearly ten years. My visa to enter this world has been the theatre skills that I teach, and I hope that by passing these on throughout the system, crossings can be made both ways.  Our visits to the other worlds that performance offers are by their very nature limited, yet we are constantly embarking on journeys within such projects that seem to offer something more than the transience of the performance itself. 

Staging Human Rights is intended to offer a means by which supposedly human connections can stand against the social discord that separates.  The ties that currently bind prisoner and guard will be tested, as much as the ones that bind both of them with the society that has placed them inside the prison.  As prisoners and guards begin to talk about the hidden worlds they inhabit, they can start to participate in public and urgent debates about crime, violence and prisons in ways that challenge the dominant discourses that condemn us all to live in the ever increasing shadows of the borderlands that we have created.

Prison is house where a lot of women live. They eat, sleep, dream and carry out daily activities. They are often invisible and their stories unheard. [Staging Human Rights III] attempts to photograph the invisible, record the inaudible, and elevate the everyday.

Programme note for In The House

IN THE HOUSE  

 an Exhibition of messages sent by women prisoners in the UK and Brazil

an Installation of The Long Table, a dinner party discussion between prisoners, artists and activists

Performances by prisoners and women who work with prisoners

 an Arts Activism project that aims to bring an awareness of human rights into daily life

Created, Directed and Curated by Performance Artist Lois Weaver in collaboration with Peggy Shaw, People's Palace Projects and women in HMP Highpoint, HMP & YOI Bullwood Hall Prisons (UK) and Nelson Hungria and Talavera Bruce Prisons (Brazil).

Project Administrator: Caoimhe McAvinchey

Project Assistant: Rebecca Louise Collins

Video Editors and Media Consultants: Gijs Andriessen 

Art Installation Consultant: Jan Platun

Production Manager: Carlos Calchi

the Background

For the past two years I have worked with STAGING HUMAN RIGHTS, a performance and human rights project working in criminal justice systems in Brazil and the UK. This project was initiated by People's Palace Projects which is a performance activism and research organization whose aims are to devise and implement theatre based development work in partnership with non- government and government agencies, with a particular focus on human rights. The organization has worked primarily in partnership with the Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed and focused on the methodologies of Augusto Boal.  The research team implements Forum Theatre techniques and analyzes their effectiveness in addressing human rights issues in developing communities in Africa, in conflict environments in Sri Lanka and in men's prisons in Brazil.  However People's Palace Projects is also interested in alternative approaches and how other artists might apply their practice to the area of human rights. So I was contracted, along with my partner in the Split Britches Company Peggy Shaw, to participate in a performance research project that examined the way in which our performance methodology could be used to address issues of human rights in prisons, with specific reference to working with women.  My brief was to design and run workshops in four women's prisons in Brazil and in the UK over a period of two years, to imagine alternative ways for artists, academics, prison workers and prisoners to enter into dialogue about performance and human rights and to present the results of this research in a public forum.  The end result of this work was the performance installation IN THE HOUSE.

Over the past twenty-five years I have developed strategies of making radical performances. I have done this in my work with Peggy Shaw and Split Britches and in communities of women such as WOW in New York.  Since 1980, I have been looking to use performance as a means of transformation.  More recently I have taught and researched these strategies of making work with students and faculty in academic environments.  Taking this work into women's prison was the perfect opportunity to further develop and articulate my methodology as well as an opportunity to return to one of the origins of my practice: the desire to make the unseen seen.  

Like the Boal-based methodologies, my performance work has been concerned with the transformation of life experiences, but rather than using a linear narrative approach to making scenes and then solving problems, I relied on the non-cognitive, post-modern strategies of contemporary performance.  With women in the four prisons, HMP Highpoint and HMP & YOI Bullwood Hall in the UK and Nelson Hungria and Talavera Bruce Prisons in Brazil, I focused on personal biography, fantasy persona and portraiture. I set exercises that encouraged a 'creative truth' that was a combination of fact and fiction.  I used biography not as a subjective documentation of an individual's past but rather as a celebration of experience which incorporated fantasy and desire for the individual's future.  I worked with them to create performance portraits that encouraged imagination and optimism for what they could be rather than an acceptance for what they are told they have become. 

Examples of Exercises 

· Talk about what it means to make something. Make a paper hat, make a mistake, make a friend, make a performance.

· Write two facts and one lie about yourself on a piece of paper. Make an object from that piece of paper that relates to either one of the facts or the lie.  Tear, crumple, fold or draw.  Then tell the story of the object.

· Think of someone or something you've always wanted to be (a super hero, a superstar, a god or goddess). What is it about them that you most want to be? What is their one 'star quality' that appeals to you most. Take a polaroid of yourself performing an action with your paper object using that star quality.  For instance: put on your paper hat 'gently' or 'confidently' or 'beautifully'.  Then introduce us to the persona in the picture. Tell us his or her story as if they were someone else.

· Write a letter from your prison self to your fantasy persona that will be found and read in a public arena (newspaper, tv, etc)  Think of it as a message in a bottle. You can reveal a secret, appeal for help, tell a pack of lies.

· Dress up (from the wardrobe of costumes provided) like your fantasy persona, super hero, super star. Imagine a fantasy performance as this persona. A song, a dance, a soap opera, a speech to congress. Create a 'polaroid performance' (quick and throwaway) using a gesture, a move, a line from a song, something you'd say.

· Draw your favorite or fantasy suitcase. 'Pack' it with items such as unusual food, invaluable objects, favorite music, fantasy outfit, a map from your home to where you've always wanted to go, a piece of dirty laundry you can't live without, a letter containing a secret, a message in a bottle to someone in authority. Use these as 'props' and make a 90 second performance.

· Draw a life size version of the dirty piece of laundry 'you can't live without'. Then fill the clothing with messages both written and drawn that will be flown like flags when the laundry is hung out. Make a video portait of yourself talking about your piece of laundry.

· Make a 5 minute performance, a music video or a TV appearance using any or all of the resources gathered above. Include one thing in the performance that you believe in or believe to be true. You can make it obvious or it can be hidden like the message in the bottle.

the House

IN THE HOUSE is the culmination of work done with female prisoners in the UK and Brazil over the last two years. It was a one night only event that combined EXHIBITION, INSTALLATION, PERFORMANCE and ARTS ACTIVISM. It took place at Casa da Lapa in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil on June 23, 2003 from 3 pm-10pm.

My work is often based on the lives of women that are forgotten, the work of women that is invisible. My recent work has incorporated themes of 'home' as a place that you long for and 'house' as a place that holds you. These themes are part of my continuing investigation on the subject of femininity and focuses on the domestic and the everyday. 

I titled the event IN THE HOUSE because of its popular cultural reference to the hip-hop 'in da house' and what it means to be THERE, present and accounted for. I wanted the women I had worked with to be present and accounted for in this public arena. However, I also wanted to reference their daily life. Prison is a place where a lot of women live. They are there in THAT house everyday. They eat sleep and do their laundry. I chose laundry as the primary image for IN THE HOUSE because in some ways it is the most visible work that women do and yet it is often the most forgotten and overlooked. I also chose it for it's aesthetic potential.  The hanging of laundry adheres as closely to domestic principles as the practice of fine art adheres to aesthetic principles.

"…hang things in groups. Sheets with sheets, towels with towels and underwear together and always on the back line…people will know how you conduct your daily life in the way you hang out your laundry..''  



A line from FAITH AND DANCING, Lois Weaver, 1999

Besides laundry is beautiful. It is also ephemeral. It is a constant flow of shapes, colour, movement and composition. In prison, laundry is one of the most hopeful things about the yard.  It is a constant display of individuality. It is sometimes a secret language encoded with messages to prisoners in other parts of the prison that can be seen but not heard. In this project it became a canvas, a costume and a useful banner imprinted with messages. Hanging dirty laundry in public seemed like an appropriate metaphor for human rights work with women in prison.

Casa da Lapa is an empty factory space that has been transformed into an art and community space by Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed and People's Palace Projects. In the front of the building there is a garage door that opens out to a square well populated with Rio's street life. I put a laundry line of sheets in the open doorway printed with the words IN THE HOUSE.  I filled the space with layers of hanging white laundry: socks, towels, sheets (borrowed from one of the prisons), bras, panties and t-shirts. I wanted to create a sensuous maze, an environment of intimacy and everyday that would provide a backdrop to the women's projected images. 

the Exhibition 

'The work is based on the fact that in order to transform or change your life you have to be able to imagine your life and in this situation the women imagined amazing things that are represented on these walls'






-Lois Weaver at The Long Table

Inside and along side the real laundry was a clothesline of paper laundry created by women in both the UK and Brazil. These were paintings of a piece of dirty laundry 'they couldn't live without.' Life size cut outs of jeans, underwear, dresses and shirts contained personal messages dreams, hopes, fantasies, complaints and statements of where they were, where they would like to be and what they wanted the world to know. There was also an exhibition of projected portraits of women in the character and costume of their super hero or super star personae.  These were projected both as slides and videos. Some of the portraits were interspersed with the demographics of women in prisons and the growth of the prison industry in both UK and in Brazil. 

The central focus of the Exhibition was four video installations that were projected onto walls of sheets and pillowcases. These were edited presentations of some of the performances created by the women in Brazil and the UK.  Each video represented one of the main techniques used in the workshops to generate material. 

Titles and Descriptions of Videos

SOUNDS is a 20-min video of performances created by the women that incorporated music, fantasy personae and their own written text.  

MY HEART IS NOT MADE OF PAPER is a 20-minute video of a performed presentation of their painted dirty laundry. (The same paper laundry that was hanging in the exhibition). 

LETTERS is a video of performances created by letters written from their prison self to their fantasy self that included a secret or a message that they would like to have broadcast to the world. 

DO SOMETHING is the fourth and shortest video and was a composite portrait of the women and their work edited to the Macy Gray track, DO SOMETHING. 

All four videos ran simultaneously and continuously in the room. The layers of sound generated by these simultaneous voices helped to recreate the sound environment of the prison where the most intimate whisper or private gesture must exist in a cacophony of public sound that echoes against concrete walls. The fact that these videos were projected onto the laundry also helped represent the layered and co-existent nature of prison life. There were times when mediated images of women displaying and talking about their paper laundry were projected onto the real laundry that was hanging next to paintings of laundry shown in the videos.

'Our work has changed because of the cultural changes in the world.  Now we bring video work into the prison and into our performances.  The women often don’t relate to theatre or live performance but they relate to video.  They understand TV.  But more importantly in video they get to see themselves-literally because in some prisons there is very little access to mirrors -but also they get to see themselves outside of themselves as if on TV.  They're visible.  So we incorporate video, bring video into the discussion and creation of performance.'






 -Peggy Shaw at The Long Table 

the Installation

These ongoing installations were interrupted for The Long Table, 

a performance installation of a dinner party dialogue. The Long Table was an informal, interactive conversation between artists, activists, academics, prisoners and guards about women and prison, the arts and human rights.

'I want to welcome everyone to The Long Table. For us this is a very important experiment. We wanted to have a conversation, a dialogue that was informal and slightly formal.  We want to talk with people who work with women, people who work with women in prison, people who work in the arts. We want to exchange experiences. We wanted to do this in an intimate way as if we were at a dinner party. And at the same time we wanted to do it in public. We wanted to make it a performance. So this is the experiment. Here are some instructions for how to behave at this dinner party…'

     -Excerpt from Lois Weaver's introduction to the Long Table

Instructions for the Long Table

The Long Table

This is a performance of a dinner party

Those seated at the table are the performers

Talk is the food and drink

The menu is

 women

                women in prison

  the arts

                  and human rights

There is no hostess

We are all equal and responsible for our contribution

To participate take an empty a seat at the table

If the table is full you can request the seat 

of one of the current guests

There can be silence

If necessary you can break the silence with a question

There are no stupid or irrelevant questions

You can also bring your questions to the table by 

writing them on the cloth

The Long Table was inspired by the Marleen Gorris film, ANTIONIA'S LINE (1995) in which a woman returns to the Dutch countryside to raise her young daughter and ultimately founds a communal house wherein the residents defy convention and live life as they please.  What inspired me about the film was the image of a dinner table that grew longer and longer as the commune accepted more outsiders and accommodated more eccentricity.  The family diners became so numerous that the table had to be brought outside. What was compelling about this central image was that it was never referred to consciously. There was no mention of the need for growth or the growth itself.  The 'family' simply got bigger and so the table got longer, so long it eventually moved outdoors. 

I wanted to create an event, performance, gathering, discussion that used the image of the long table as a symbol of inclusion and communication. I wanted to create the intimacy of family and friends sitting at a dinner table and I wanted to bring that dinner table outdoors and to turn conversation into performance. This was another example of my desire to bring domestic practice into a public context.  There are many people working in prisons. They are often in conflict with each other as well as with the system or sometimes the prisoners themselves.  They seldom get to sit down and talk across differences or share similarities.  I used The Long Table as a place where people can discuss women in prisons in a normal way without having to present a paper or be on a panel, or necessarily defend a side. I also used it as a site for performance.

A 20-foot table was placed in the centre of the exhibition space in Casa da Lapa.   It was surrounded by laundry and projected images. There was a white tablecloth covering the table and spectators were encouraged to write questions and comments directly on the cloth. The table was set with chairs for twelve invited guests.  At 18:30, without fanfare or introduction, the lights changed and the twelve guests took their seats. The space became an interactive dining room with space for standing and listening or sitting and talking.

Guests included artists, human rights workers, prison officers, state prison officials, authors and researchers on women in prison and prison reform. Three women prisoners from Talavera Bruce were invited and given clearance by the director of the prison but were denied clearance by the regional judge. This issue became the springboard for our conversation, which was followed by 1 and 1/2 hours of talk about women and prison, about systems in UK and Brazil, about the arts and human rights. The Long Table was not an academic conference or public debate and was an experiment in form that will hopefully grow longer and longer with time.

the Performances  

The Long Table was interrupted by a call to performance by Criola
, a Brazilian music and performance group. They led us away from the table and to an upstairs performance space.  This group of young women performed an extract from the show DO GRITO A LIBERDADE which addresses the violation of human rights in a story about sexual exploitation

'One of the things we encountered when we began to work in prison is that the rhythm of women's lives is broken. The rhythm is broken for women because they lose contact with their lives outside, with their children, their family.   That isn't true for the men in prison.  The women outside maintain the rhythm of the men's lives.  Our hope is that by working together to make something, being together in the moment of live performance we can find new rhythms…'

-Lois Weaver at the Long Table
Other performances that evening included a Forum Theatre piece presented by a group from Theatre of the Oppressed and performed by a group of teenage girls from Educandario Santos Dumont 

This performance was the result of a workshop by a Theatre of the Oppressed group that began in March 2003 and was led by the jokers Helen Sarapeck, Geo Britto and Cláudia Simone. The performance shows the story of a teenager that becomes involved in a robbery. Caught by the police, she is abused and sent to the Educandário Santos Dumont where she learns to deal with the day-to-day life of having her liberty taken away.

The last event of the evening was a performance that I created and performed with my partner in Split Britches, Peggy Shaw. This piece IT’S A SMALL HOUSE AND WE LIVED IN IT ALWAYS is a collaboration between Split Britches and The Clod Ensemble, performed by Peggy Shaw and Lois Weaver directed by Suzy Willson with music by Paul Clark.  IT’S A SMALL HOUSE AND WE LIVED IN IT ALWAYS is primarily a movement piece set to original music and three pieces of original text. It is the story of two women who lay claim to the same territory. They have known each other for a long time. They occupy a room the size of a small stage.  A room that has been divided and subdivided by time and bad habits. They sit, watch, and wait for the weather to change. Their only hope is an audience.

This piece was not created in the context of my prison work. I wanted to show a full performance that had been created with some of the methodology I had used in the prisons.  I wanted to expose myself in the moment of performance in the same way I had asked to women to expose themselves. But mostly I decided to present IT’S A SMALL HOUSE AND WE LIVED IN IT ALWAYS because of the parallel themes. Its about two people who have shared a small space for a very long time, about how they negotiate space and identity, how they deal with notions of trespassing and compromise. Like most of my previous work, it is a piece about interior, being inside, locked in a room, in a relationship, possibly a cell. It is also a piece about how performance is used as a means of escape or change, about allowing the imagination to transform a point of conflict, a moment of tension, a feeling of despair. When I visited the first prison I commented on how even the garbage cans were chained down, side by side. The guard who was walking us to our workspace commented, "that's because they'll make a ladder out of anything" This is true of the characters in IT’S A SMALL HOUSE AND WE LIVED IN IT ALWAYS. When stuck in a corner or on an edge, they'll make a ladder out of anything. The guard didn't understand the significance of her comment. That was exactly what we had come there to do.

'I would like this kind of project to continue. I have seen two live performances and in those pieces I saw a potential for change, not only with the women but with the staff as well.'

-Dr. Marcos Pinheiro da Silva, Director, Talavera Bruce Prison, Rio de Janeiro at The Long Table

the Arts Activism

For several years I have been fanaticizing about a worldwide guerrilla action using laundry as the medium. Laundry not only makes statements about the domestic and invisible it also signifies class and privilege. There are some communities in the US where it is against the law or at least against the lease or sale contract to hang laundry in public. I have wanted to organize an action that would involve commissioning artists to create a 3-5 foot lines of laundry and hanging them in restricted neighbourhoods in the middle of the night.  When the residents awoke there would be laundry hanging from trees and lampposts.

I adapted this fantasy for this project and created International Laundry Day -a day when people all over the world are encouraged to hang the private out in public, a day to use the art of hanging out the wash to send messages about women, about women in prison, about human rights.  I provided small cut-outs of clothes, shirts blouses trousers and I encouraged everyone who attended the event to write messages and to hang them on a line outside the building. The most significant moment in this part of the installation was when the teenage performers from Educandario Santos Dumont were allowed to stop at The Long Table on their way to the bus that would take them back to the detention centre and write their messages and hang them up as part of the exhibition. Like The Long Table, I hope to continue to develop the idea of International Laundry Day into an arts activism event that happens periodically and worldwide.

Instructions provided for laundry activism:

International Laundry Day

Here is how to do it

1 Take 

an article of clothing

a bed sheet

a tablecloth

a piece of paper

2.  Imprint it with

Messages of need

Statistics of abuse

Documentation of success

Stories of hope

Fantasies of the future

3  Peg the laundry on a line

4  Hang in a public place

5. Take photos and send them to 

The women’s page of your local newspaper

Government officials

The Guerrilla Performance Locator at www.placelessness.com
Peoples Palace Projects at www.peoplespalace.org.uk
the Conclusion

There were questions at The Long Table about the value or in fact the morality of going to work in prisons on a short term or even one time basis.  Some proposed that perhaps it was better not to go at all.   Not going doesn't seem like an option. Just like for an artist not working isn't an option. Not going means no attention, no visibility no new ways to imagine being different.

One of the most profound things that a women said to me in a prison  is…’what I have gotten from this project is it helped me remember that I know how to think.'





Barbara Bickert at The Long Table
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Outline of Task

Train 60 monitors from across the prison system in Sao Paulo in the theatrical techniques and human rights issues relevant to the project. Each monitor will be given supporting materials to assist in the implementation of the project and will be expected to prepare a mini-project that explains how the programme can be implemented within his/her institution.

Please outline the achievements in relation to the task. Please state the information that was gathered and recorded to determine whether this task was achieved.

We trained almost 80 monitors during the project and 39 of them implemented the workshop programme. There was an initial training as originally planned in March/April and then an extra re-training in July/August. Documentation of feedback was provided by CTO and the human rights training was provided by the team from Action for the Defence of Citizenship, Secretariat of Justice Sao Paulo. The monitors were given various supporting documents and a bulletin was produced to give updates of the project. An email group was established to enable dialogue between the monitors and various project partners.

If this task was partly achieved or not achieved, please outline any problems encountered and steps taken to overcome them, or other reasons for changes in activities.

The difference between the numbers of monitors trained and the numbers who implemented the programme was caused by the physical situation in the prisons after the riots. Many of the prison classrooms were destroyed and FUNAP was not able to operate its ‘schools’ within all the prisons. There were also local reasons for certain monitors having to desist. In our evaluation with the project partners, the implementation by 39 monitors was regarded as an excellent achievement by everyone concerned, given the difficulties of the conditions during 2001. We were delighted that we were able to undertake re-training within the budget and this was a very important way in which the training programme was supported. The success of the training and the adhesion of the monitors to the programme, indicates that our strategies for implementing the project were completely successful. Even while the original numbers were different from the final outcome, the task was fully achieved.

Outline of task

Implement the mini-projects in each of the 60 prisons in the state of Sao Paulo so that at least 20,000 prisoners and prison staff are introduced to a programme that raises issues of human rights, citizenship and justice. The project will be introduced to a cross-section of prison staff including security, education, health and administrative staff in addition to the incarcerated population.
Please outline the achievements in relation to the task. Please state the information that was gathered and recorded to determine whether this task was achieved.

We formed a new partnership with the Escola Administracao Penitenciaria/school of prison administration (EAP) in order to train prison staff and devised a specific programme for them, which was supported with some extra funds from the school. The raising of the issues that form the basis of the project is extensively covered by the ILANUD
 report. The way we monitored the sort of issues being raised in the workshops was by means of an informal advisory group that consisted of individuals and organisations associated with human rights in prisons. The ways in which the project was delivered to the prison population were successfully expanded during the development of the project, and the various methods of evaluation are selected in the report to be published by ILANUD. In December 2001, Staging Human Rights was selected from over 70 human rights projects to be awarded the Premio Herbert da Souza (Betinho) de Cidadania de Democracia by the city of Sao Paulo.

If this task was partly achieved or not achieved, please outline any problems encountered and steps taken to overcome them, or other reasons for changes in activities.

Although we did not reach the figure of 20,000 in any exact way, the expansion of the public dialogues and forums ensured that we were able to implement the project within the prison in ways that were unimagined at the time of the initial proposal. That in turn ensured we reached a greater variety of the staff and had a wider impact in the prison than we had imagined would be possible, but this does not appear in a statistical register. Future projects should think of more diverse ways of measuring impact than in recording the number of participants. Of course, the possible participants were drastically reduced following the rebellions, but this was more than compensated by the extension of the forms of address that were developed. Both public forums (where members of the public and other prisoners took part in theatre forums staged by prisoners) and internal dialogues (where prisoners staged work for other prisoners) took place staged by the monitors of the projects.

Outline of task

Raise the level of public awareness about human rights in prisons so that the general population are aware of the humanitarian, social, political, gender and economic issues involved and the implications for prisoners and their families. We will also promote the project in other Brazilian states, and participate as widely as possible in the ongoing national debates on public security and citizenship.

Please outline the achievements in relation to the task. Please state the information that was gathered and recorded to determine whether this task was achieved.

The 10 public forums which were staged across the State of Sao Paulo ensured that there was wide access to the debates that the prisoners were staging. Not only were we successful in bringing a range of civic representatives in to the prisons for these events, but at key moments the prisoners were also taken out into public spaces. The extension to other states has been guaranteed in funding secured from the Prison Department at the Ministry of Justice so that in 2002 the Federal Ministry of Justice in Brasilia will sponsor the continuation of Staging human Rights in five states: Rondonia, Minas Gerais, Distrito Federal, Rio de Janeiro and Pernambuco. Funding has also been secured from the same source to continue the project with guards in Sao Paulo.

If this task was partly achieved or not achieved, please outline any problems encountered and steps taken to overcome them, or other reasons for changes in activities.

This aspect of the project has succeeded beyond what we could have expected. The press cuttings can only give a very partial idea of the impact of the project. One particular success was in the local coverage received on radio and television for the public forum. While the national and State press coverage was important for the continuation of the project, we were pleased to see the ways in which the project made interventions at local levels. Often the debates generated were heated, but the project provided a means by which prison staff and prisoners were able to participate in those discussions, often for the first time. Many of the families attended the public forums and were able to see their fathers/brothers/sons and mothers/sisters/daughters as something other than a prisoner. Despite the polarisation of the debate, none of the project participants met hostility and all the public events were very well received. The final state forum at the Parliament of Latin America was attended by over 400 people and received by extensive television coverage on all channels throughout the day. We are particularly pleased that the Brazilian Government will be funding the continuation of the project into five more states, as it shows the validation of our work by the Brazilian authorities.

At the beginning of the project you wrote that your project would yield three key benefits. Explain how far you have progressed over the life of the project towards achieving each of these benefits:

Benefit 1:
The project aims to create an effective public forum on human rights and citizenship within the Sao Paulo prison system. This is a benefit that can only ever be in the process of being created, as it involves a continuing dialogue. A snap shot of a prison system will only ever give an incomplete picture. Rather than deal in snapshots or polarities – in yes/no or right/wrong – this project has attempted since the outset to talk in terms of a continuum on which human rights is measured.

Explain how far you have progressed towards achieving this benefit. Is this in line with your projections over the life of the project? How did you measure this? Include any facts and figures you may have collected to support your statements.

The overall benefits were reflected in one particular exercise used by the monitors with the prisoners and guards, where the participants in the workshop were invited to show what they felt about the issue of human rights by placing themselves on a line between ‘agree and disagree’. Used to measure attitudes to and knowledge about human rights at the beginning and end of the workshop, the changes that were marked were recorded by the workshop leaders, and reinforced by the comprehensive evaluation undertaken by ILANUD. Thus we are able to show both in scientific assessment and within the methodologies of the project itself that the project brought about both attitudinal change and an increase in awareness about human rights amongst the prison population. This must be the first stage in the development of an effective forum on human rights and citizenship. The project went much further than bringing about these shifts, as it provided infrastructures for the creation of forums at local, regional and state levels. These are recorded in the accompanying statistical documents, but the number of public forums staged surpassed everyone’s expectations. The effectiveness of the project is measured by a variety of factors, and can be seen in the comprehensive project report to be published by ILANUD. Three indicators of success that gave all those involved the greatest satisfaction were: 1. The Human Rights Prize awarded by the City of Sao Paulo named after one of Brazil’s leading human rights campaigners; the prize has an independent assessment and demonstrates the success and quality of our programme. 2. The extension of the project to five more states with the funding awarded by the Federal Ministry of Justice. This demonstrates that the project has been approved and accepted at the highest levels within Brazil and shows its national importance. 3. The State Forum on December 12th which brought together all the monitors from FUNAP, and allowed the 39 who had implemented the programme to demonstrate the effectiveness of their work for the public of Sao Paulo. By using the Parliament of Latin America for the final Forum, we brought the project to the centre of the legislative and judicial power, which in turn raised the importance of the programme for all participants. The presentations by prisoners (male and female) and guards on the same stage, and the participation in the event by the Secretaries of Justice and Prison Administration made the event a powerful finale to the project. The level of State and National press coverage (television, radio and newspaper) ensured that the participants could see the extent to which their work was being taken seriously.

Benefit 2:

The project aims to develop a curriculum for prison education with an emphasis on human rights and to train prison staff in appropriate methodologies for its implementation.

Explain how far you have progressed towards achieving this benefit. Is this in line with your projections over the life of the project? How did you measure this? Include any facts and figures you may have collected to support your statements.

The programme has now been implemented and tested over the twelve months of the project. Its full implementation in the State of Sao Paulo means that we are now able to launch a manual for the programme that is based on the experiences of the first year. The launch of the manual in May 2002, will allow FUNAP (one of our project partners) to support the monitors who want to include it in their future curriculum planning. CTO and PPP will now be involved in an extension of the programme to five other states which will involve presenting the project and the manual to directors of education and following this up with training for key staff. The funding for this has been secured from the Department of Prisons in the Brazilian Ministry of Justice. During the first year of implementation, the emphasis has been on the work with prisoners, but we were also successful in running a pilot project with guards that began at the Escola de Administracao Penitenciaria (College for Prison Administration). Monitors of education from FUNAP worked with guards to run parallel workshops to ones being run with the prisons. This took place in four prisons and the success of the pilot was seen at the final Forum in the city of Sao Paulo in December 2001. In addition to the presentations by prisoners (both male and female), there was a forum theatre piece presented by the guards. The measurement of this benefit is included in evaluation reports and the indicators of the project continuation. In addition there is the record of significant moments that marked out the project, that are contained in the wider documentation. One of the moments that was most commented on during the presentations, was the performance by two of the guards dressed as prisoners brought about by this project. The shock of this scene, and the fraternisation between guards and prisoners brought about by this project in common indicates that we can do much more in the future to create dialogues between the polarities of the system. It was also significant that in the declarations of human rights created throughout the programme and presented to the Secretaries of Justice and Prison Administration at the Latin American Parliament there is no distinction made between the rights of the prisoners and those of the guards. This aspect of the programme is certainly one that we intend to develop as we proceed.

Benefit 3

The project aims to open dialogues within the prison and also between the prison and society.

Explain how far you have progressed towards achieving this benefit. Is this in line with your projections over the life of the project? How did you measure this? Include any facts and figures you may have collected to support your statements.

There is much documentation contained in the appendices about the dialogue achieved through the internal performance events and the public forums. Other ways in which this dialogue took place is recorded in the involvement of many project partners (often informally) that happened throughout the year. Of course, the presence of State Secretaries and members of the legislature and the press at the final State Forum on December 12th 2001 was important to everyone. The staging of this event at the Parliament of Latin America was symbolically very powerful and enabled us to open and register a dialogue at a level never previously achieved by these members of the prison system. What was most remarkable at this event was to see prisoners, guards and other staff for the prison speaking to each other, the prison authorities and the press. Usually they are the ones who are spoken to and about. In the evaluation with the participants after the event this was one aspect that was much commented upon. One of the conclusions of the evaluation day with the education monitors on 13th December was that they themselves wanted to be able to take control of the project. PPP raised extra funds for a group of 10 monitors to meet in January 2003 and make a set of proposals to FUNAP so that they could take responsibility for the continuation of Staging Human Rights. PPP will fund further training for the monitors later this year, so that they can be supported in this aim. This is a concrete example of a new dialogue that has been made possible through the programme. Inside the prison, it is of course, more difficult for the prisoners themselves to control the continuation of the dialogues that were started. However, the success of the pilot project with the guards, the continuation of the project, the impact of the original events all lead us to conclude that there is a good chance that the dialogues already established could be extended.

Has your project delivered any additional benefits to those originally specified?

The use of theatrical exercises and strategies as the methodological basis of this project ensures that there are many additional benefits that cannot be predicted or measured. So many of the participants’ re-discovered voices and bodies that have been lost through years of working and living within an oppressive and inhumane system. This applies as much to the guards as the prisoners, as well as to the education monitors who implemented the project. Many of the monitors talked of the new role that they found within the prison, as they had never before been in a position where they would bring about dialogues between guards and prisoners, never before staged public events that brought the prison administration in contact with their work.

Please identify any changes to your target groups during this year and the reasons for their changes.

There was a radical change in our target group which resulted form the rebellions in the prisons in February 2001. This not only affected the numbers of places that we were able to operate the project, but also delayed its implementation so that the first trainings did not begin until April 2001. FUNAP were not able to place education monitors in all the prisons that they had anticipated and in many sites there were no longer rooms appropriate for the running of the workshops.

The gradual closure of Carandiru (Latin America’s largest prison complex) also changed the picture drastically in the second half of the year. It is still not completely closed at April 2002, but there are less than 2,000 prisoners in an establishment that once housed over 8,000. From the second semester of 2001, most activities were halted in the prison while prisoners were moved out to other penal establishments. This produced a period of disturbance which affected the whole system.

For the future, we have learned that it should be possible to factor in both the unpredictability of the prison system and the ways in which beneficiaries can be defined more broadly than numbers of people participating in the workshops.

Declaration of Human Rights in Sao Paulo’s Prison System

Latin American Parliament, December 2001

Male and female prisoners as well as prison guards who participated in the workshops of the Staging Human Rights project declare:

Article 1. All men and women who are prisoners or work in the prison establishments should be respected as human beings

Article 2. All men and women who are prisoners or who work in the prison establishments have the right to a life free from violence, torture and humiliation

Article 3. All male and female prisoners should have the right to vote

Article 4. Human rights organisations should have unrestricted access to all prison establishments

Article 5. All male and female prisoners have the right to be called by their name and not by their prison registration number

Article 6. All male and female prisoners have the right to access to a school of good quality, including being able to study courses providing professional training and also higher education

Article 7. All male and female prisoners have the right to remission of sentence through participation in education programmes

Article 8. All male and female prisoners have the right to fairly remunerated employment, in accordance with their professional capacity, with social security benefit guaranteed

Article 9. All male and female prisoners have the right to a fast and efficient legal assistance, which provides clear information, in an accessible language, about the proceedings of their case and possible benefits

Article 10. All male and female prisoners shall benefit, without delay, from remission to their sentence, from conditional liberty and from the Christmas amnesty, in accordance with legal provision
Article 11. All male and female prisoners have the right to work out their sentence in municipalities close to where their relatives live

Article 12. All male and female prisoners have the right to be assessed by Technical Classification Commissions which should evaluate them fully, periodically accompany them and orientate them for re-socialisation

Article 13. Considering the constitutional provision of equality between men and women, all imprisoned women have the right to conjugal visits

Article 14. In keeping with the principal of equality, the right to conjugal visits should also be attributed to prisoners who are HIV positive

Article 15. All visitors to prisoners should be treated with dignity, and the preservation of their belongings should be guaranteed

Article 16. All male and female prisoners have the right to be visited by, at least, 4 adults. With consideration to the provisions of the Statute of the Child and Adolescent, adolescents up to the age of 18 will not be counted as adults.

Article 17. All male and female prisoners have the right to adequate medical and dental treatment, with provision of medicines guaranteed

Article 18. All women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison establishments have the right to medical treatment compatible with their gender, including periodic gynecological and ante-natal service and guidance on breast feeding

Article 19. All children of women prisoners have the right to live with their mothers, especially during breast-feeding and early infancy

Article 20. No one who is imprisoned and no member of prison staff who are carriers of HIV shall be discriminated against

Article 21. All male and female prisoners have the right to access to programmes of prevention and treatment of STDs / AIDS and other illnesses

Article 22. No one leaving the prison system shall be discriminated against, especially at the time of taking up employment

Article 23. All men and women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison system have the right of access to the their prison Directorate, and are guaranteed freedom of expression, and any kind of retaliation against them shall be repudiated

Article 24. All men and women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison have the right to good quality social and psychological care

Article 25. All men and women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison have the right to a clean environment that is made hygienic each semester

Article 26. All men and women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison have the right to communicate with their families by telephone

Article 27. All male and female prisoners have the right to privacy of correspondence

Article 28. All men and women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison have the right to leisure

Article 29. All men and women who are imprisoned or who work in the prison have the right to a dignified alimentation

Article 30. All prison staff should receive adequate training to deal with the violence in the prisons

Article 31. All men and women who are imprisoned should be respected upon arrival in a prison establishment

Article 32. All staff of the Prison System have full salary rights, dignified remuneration and security in the workplace guaranteed by an internal commission of accident prevention
Article 33. Staff of the Prison System should have the right to retire following 30 years of service, promotion for length of service, and reduction in number of hours

Article 34. All staff of the prison system have the right to professional recognition, freedom of expression, greater credibility before the director and guarantee of their human rights when there are conflicts with or between the prisoners.

Article 35. All staff of the prison system have the right to better working conditions, adequate facilities, social, psychological and psychiatric support, leisure and education.

Article 36. No provision of this declaration can be interpreted as recognition by any State, group, or person, of the right to exercise any activity or practice and action destined to destroying any of the rights and freedoms herein established.

São Paulo, 12 December 2001.
Timeline 
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	Staging Human Rights I

This project, created in partnership with People’s Palace Projects, FUNAP, ILANUD, the Centre For Forum Theatre and the Secretariats of Prison Administrations and Justice of São Paulo. The project arose in response to insufficient implementation and serious violation of human rights of both prison guards and prisoners within state prisons. The project consisted of a series of activities and events that gradually established spaces for dialogue between the prison and civil society. These were human rights workshops, human rights dialogues, Public Forums, Regional Forums and State-wide Legislative Theatre Forum – Staging Human Rights.


	
	
	
	
	

	Staging Human Rights II

Staging human rights II was the extension of the project into a further six States of the Federation: Distrito federal, Rondonia, Pernambuco, Minas Gerais, Rio De Janeiro and Sao Paulo. This extension allowed further dialogue on human rights both inside the prison establishment and with civil society.


	
	
	
	
	

	Staging Human Rights III

During Staging Human Rights III the project entered its third phase reaching six more Brazilian states: Pará, Ceará, Alagoas, Sergipe, Goiás, and Santa Catarina.
	
	
	
	
	

	Staging Human Rights IV

This section of the project took place in 2003 with female prisoners in Nelson Hungria and Talavera Bruce in Brazil and HMP Highpoint and Bullwood Hall in England.  The project was undertaken by Lois Weaver, Peggy Shaw and Caoimhe McAvinchey. The workshops consisted of techniques developed over the past twenty – five years by Lois Weaver and Peggy Shaw in their work with Split Britches as well as in communities of women wanting to use performance as a means of transformation. The project culminated in a sharing entitled ‘In The House’ on 23rd June 2003. 


	
	
	
	
	

	Staging Human Rights V

Staging Human Rights V consisted of CARANDIRU, a radio play commissioned by BBC that was broadcast on Radio 3 on Sunday May 19th 2002.   It was based on Estação Carandiru by Drauzio Varella, translated by Paul Heritage and adapted by Jeff Young.  Directed by Kate Rowland. Associate Producer, Paul Heritage.
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