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ABSTRACT 

 
 
This thesis occupies a multidisciplinary space where questions of utility intersect 

those of aesthetics, to engage with the concerns of theatre, criminology and 

psychology. As such, it straddles difficult territory: the no-man’s-land of applied 

theatre in prison contexts, a territory where the epistemological walls around 

disciplinary boundaries are often fortified, and where research worlds often 

collide. This thesis moves boldly into this territory, moving within and between 

the arts and the social sciences in a quest to understand and theorise change 

within prison theatre practice.  

 

Missing from many discussions of prison theatre is the connection between the 

often-espoused transformative claims, and what we know ultimately assists 

people to move away from crime. This is not an easy link to make and for the 

most part has not been made, due largely to the lack of an adequate theory of 

change for the work. This thesis develops a model of change for women’s prison 

theatre. This model is anchored in a three-tiered conceptualisation of desistance 

from crime and theorises the ways in which our unique embodied and aesthetic 

medium contributes to the change process. In so doing it provides a relevant and 

gender-responsive conceptualisation for applied theatre practice within settings 

with incarcerated women.  

 

Firstly, the research draws upon current theories of desistance to inform the 

development of an applied theatre practice in two projects with incarcerated 

women in Queensland, Australia. Secondly, it analyses the experience of the 

participants, staff and audiences against this theoretical background to 

understand those elements within the practice that provoke the experience of 

women’s change as defined by theories of primary, secondary and tertiary 

desistance; and thirdly, it infuses this analysis with an exploration of the 

importance of the aesthetic dimension of the theatrical experience for enhancing 

this change process.  
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The emerging model identifies a theatre of doing, being and belonging in which 

the embodied and affective qualities of the practice catalyse the development of 

those elements known to assist women in their move away from crime. In so 

doing this thesis highlights the importance of an informed praxis within the field 

of participatory prison theatre with incarcerated women. It is buttressed, not 

only by claims of renewal or transformation, but also by the knowledge of the 

elements of our practice that assist offenders. The research is not evaluative, but 

conceptual: it provides a preliminary theoretical framework that can inform 

relevant and appropriate future evaluation. This thesis proposes that, by 

conceptualising how prison theatre can catalyse change, we are more able to 

claim the utility of our unique work with women offenders. We can view prison 

theatre as an ethical set of practices, embedded within the larger context of 

women’s pathways to crime and incarceration, thereby seeking to ameliorate 

suffering and restore dignity in ways that are clear and well defined. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

AN INTRODUCTION 

 

The Dilemma for Prison Theatre  

 
Applied disciplines are realms of study and practice that are understood through 

their use in the world. However, according to Swanson and Chermack, (2013), 

the theorisation of applied disciplines is often “incomplete, noncomprehensive, 

and unfulfilling to those trying to solve problems” (p. 7). Swanson and Chermack 

argue that applied disciplines risk an imbalance between theory and practice, 

leading to either irrelevant or incomplete theorising or hit-and-miss practice; 

and propose that “the challenge for gaining high integrity and effectiveness in 

applied disciplines is to discover what works and how it works” (p. 12).   

 

This thesis suggests that applied theatre is no exception to this problem: its 

status as an applied discipline demands that theoretical attention is paid to the 

application of its practice. In addition, the location of applied theatre at the 

intersection of social and psychological transformation, education, and the arts 

(Prendergast & Saxton, 2009; Prentki & Preston, 2009; Thompson, 2003) creates 

a somewhat mutable disciplinary identity that invites interrogation of its 

applications and perhaps even at times of its utility. Such a questioning of 

disciplinary identity is never more pertinent than in the area of prison theatre, 

and in particular, those applications of theatre that claim to provide some form 

of transformative experience to offenders. This thesis articulates the particular 

dilemma facing prison theatre and provides a rationale and evidence for a model 

that balances theory and practice. 

 

Prison theatre’s positioning between the arts and the social sciences creates a 

perpetual tension between the aesthetic and the instrumental. Many discussions 

of prison theatre construct a difficult binary: that of prison theatre as either 

process or product, re/creation or rehabilitation, art or intervention, and what 
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often amounts to a forced choice politically between subversion and collusion. 

Prison theatre ranges from the deliberately interventionist, such as Theatre in 

Prisons and Probations’ (TiPP) Blagg! (Thompson, 1999) and the work of Geese 

Theatre Company (Baim, Brookes & Munford, 2002), to projects that make 

broader claims to personal ‘transformation’ (see Shailor, 2011) or to political 

engagement (Glass, in press). Despite its diversity, prison theatre’s tug-of-war 

between the aesthetic and the instrumental is apparent, often displaying an 

ambiguity of goals1.  

 

Applied theatre is, by definition, partly extra-theatrical in its objectives (Taylor, 

2003; Thompson, 2003), and prison theatre is rarely conducted without some 

intention on the part of practitioners to make a positive impact upon those with 

whom they work (Thompson, 1999; Balfour, 2004). The question ‘Why do this 

work in this context?’ invariably leads to answers that contain some notion of 

instigating personal change or enrichment (and occasionally institutional 

subversion). Thus, it would seem that prison theatre practice is already situated 

within a transformative agenda, whether that be in the guise of rehabilitation, 

social activism, personal development or educational enrichment.  

 

If transformation or impact is a goal of theatre in correctional contexts, and it 

would seem that it is (even if only partly, or implicitly) then it can be argued that 

                                                        
1 For example, the theatre project in Sing Sing prison in the U.S. claims to be “gloriously 
and solely rooted in that old Judy Garland/Mickey Rooney feeling of ‘let’s get a barn and 
do a show!’” (Buell, 2011, 59), yet it is run by the organisation called Rehabilitation 
Through the Arts, which includes in its mission statement that its programs “use the 
transformative power of the arts to develop social and cognitive skills that prisoners 
need for successful reintegration into the community” (Rehabilitation Through the Arts, 
n.d). 
 
Prison theatre within Australia is no exception. For example, an article in the Brisbane 
Times is titled “Shakespeare helping Queensland prisoners understand themselves”, yet 
the founder of the Queensland Shakespeare Ensembles’ Prison project is quoted: “The 
intention was, and is, to introduce Shakespeare performance”(Cooper, 2016). Similarly, 
Somebody’s Daughter Theatre Company in Victoria claims that in working with women 
in prison,  “this unique company has used the arts as a driver to break intergenerational 
cycles of abuse, addiction and institutionalisation of the most disenfranchised in our 
society.”(Somebody’s Daughter Theatre Company, 2017) yet also claims “there is no 
pretence of wanting to dissect experiences for therapy but for creation” (Clark, 2004, 
104). 
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these aims are already positioned within the broader discursive landscape of 

offender development (however marginally or radically). Despite this position, 

these transformative aims have not been theoretically linked with what we know 

assists offenders. As such, a failure to engage with the theories of this discourse 

leaves prison theatre vulnerable to being disregarded by correctional managers. 

This thesis interrogates the connection between prison theatre’s transformative 

claims and what we know ultimately reduces reoffending. It is suggested that 

this is not an easy link to make and for the most part has not been made by those 

writing about prison theatre2. Simply making claims about increasing emotional 

expression, citizenship or self-confidence, without theorising how that affects 

offending, leaves transformational claims somewhat meaningless from a 

rehabilitation (as opposed to an artistic, political or welfare) standpoint.  

 

In its precarious positioning between the arts and the social sciences, prison 

theatre is not only open to scepticism from a correctional perspective, with all 

that means in terms of access and the funding of projects, but it also struggles to 

identify as credible and fundable art. As Maud Clark, founder of the Australian 

prison theatre company, Somebody’s Daughter, comments: “many want to 

dismiss our work in art, music, theatre as ‘therapy’, therefore it is not real art – 

not to be taken seriously” (Clark, 2004, p. 104)3. 

 

Often prison theatre finds itself in a no-win funding situation. From a correctional 

perspective it is not considered evidence-based therapeutic practice (Day & 

Howells, 2002) and is, therefore, unfundable; and to arts funders it is considered 

therapy, not art. At risk of being viewed as neither worthy art nor worthy 

                                                        
2 One exception is Geese Theatre Company, which situates its work within social 
learning theory, cognitive theory and role theory (see Baim, Brookes & Mountford, 2002, 
p. 19).  
3 The use of drama-therapy or psychodrama with offenders that focuses solely on 
therapeutic outcomes, drama-based exercises that explore offending behaviour (for 
example Baim, Brookes & Mountford, 2002), or the use of role play within cognitive 
behavioural rehabilitation programs, can reinforce the view that prison theatre is not art. 
Even the use of Theatre of the Oppressed (Boal., 1985) activities within prisons 
reinforces this dichotomy, with Boal framing his work as being pulled between the 
alternative positions of “good theatre” and “reflection, argument and action” (Boal., 1995, 
p. 234).  
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intervention, prison theatre remains in a vulnerable position4. This thesis 

acknowledges the importance of prison theatre as art, and seeks to account for 

the importance of aesthetics in theatre’s application to prison contexts. 

 

Recently, there has been an attempt to distance prison theatre from the language 

of offender rehabilitation (see Woodland, 2016) and more specifically from 

cognitive behavioural theories. This may well have emerged as a reaction to a 

period of prison theatre’s conformity to the ‘What works?’  agenda in the U.K., 

exemplified in the work at that time of such companies as Geese Theatre 

Company (Baim et al., 2002; Watson, 2009) or Theatre in Prisons and Probation 

(TiPP) (Thompson, 1999), although it does seem to reflect a broader “aesthetic 

turn” (Haseman & Winston, 2010, p. 466) in applied theatre, which I will discuss 

later in the thesis. Although the disclaimer is understandable, there are some 

conceptual difficulties in the way in which this critique has been discussed and 

developed. Primarily, this argument confounds theory and practice, reinforces an 

uncomfortable dualism between the aesthetic and the instrumental, and 

misrepresents the term ‘cognition’. In Thompson’s argument for a shift from 

“effect” to “affect” (Thompson, 2009, p. 8) cognition is dislocated from emotion 

and sensation. Similarly, Johnston (2004), and McCoy and Blood (2004), in 

suggesting a move away from prison theatre practice that mirrors cognitive 

behavioural programs, imply cognition as being something other than self-

understanding, memory and metaphor. Cognition is all of these things, including 

metaphor and embodiment (see Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) and these 

simplifications do little to clarify our understanding of the shortfall in such 

programs.  Best argues a similar point in regard to arts education and the place 

of the arts in the curriculum: that cognition and rationality are an integral way in 

                                                        
4 Perhaps the undervaluing of prison theatre in Australia has also something to do with 
broader sociological and political questions about how our system of justice and 
incarceration necessitates the construction of prisoner as other, how our public 
discourses position offenders, and how our arts establishment helps to maintain this 
otherness. From this perspective, not only our penal system, but also our political and 
cultural discourses more broadly, reinforce the otherness of offenders and in so doing 
maintain the art/intervention divide. By being considered neither one nor the other, 
prison theatre can be more easily negated.  
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which we experience the arts, and the separation of cognition from feelings is 

false.  

The misconception I am criticising…  …is based on, or part of, the common 
assumption that there is necessarily an opposition between, on the one 
hand, feeling, creativity and individuality, and on the other hand, 
cognition and reason. (Best, 1992, p. 3) 

 

In dismissing cognition, the risk is in throwing the baby out with the bathwater: 

cognition itself is reduced in some of these discussions to being synonymous with 

rational conscious thought, and thus its role in memory, attribution, imagination, 

emotion, aesthetics and identity formation is not acknowledged. A polarised 

discourse of the rational and the irrational emerges, restricting our 

conceptualisation of our practice, but perhaps more significantly, positioning 

prison theatre as irrational, subjective, unmeasurable, and therefore 

unpredictable and unaccountable. This does not sit comfortably with the central 

objectives of criminal justice, nor scholarship for that matter, and does little to 

enhance our ability to adequately theorise our practice.  

 

Art or Intervention? 

 
The distinction between applied theatre as art and applied theatre as 

intervention is a live issue in this sector; however this thesis argues it is neither 

valid nor useful. As Jackson (2007) argues in regard to theatre in education:  

It may be that the artistic and the transformative may not be awkward 
bedfellows; that a more open embrace of the artistic may actually 
contribute to the very goals of intervention and provide a means by which 
audiences can be reached in non-didactic and empowering ways. To seek 
the art within interventionist theatre practice is not necessarily about 
changing the work done; rather it is about the need constantly to test, 
question and develop our practice, and where necessary to 
reconceptualise it (p. 29).   

 
Good art need not be cancelled out by instrumental intention. However, to leave 

prison theatre’s success as art or its success as intervention to chance is to deny 

its potential. I am arguing for an intentional practice, one that deliberately 

develops both aesthetic quality and interventional impact.  
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This thesis aims to consider the case for the practice and research of prison 

theatre in the context of Australian (and similar jurisdictions’) criminal justice 

and correctional policy, and to confront its ‘identity coordinates’ head on. It 

argues for prison theatre to address its neglect of contemporary criminological 

and psychological theory, speak louder about its legitimacy as an aesthetic and 

creative enterprise, and recognise and utilise its political and social impact. This 

thesis provides evidence and a rationale to demonstrate that, although prison 

theatre might be driven by intentions that are other than artistic, it can remain 

both aesthetically enriched and instrumentally focused. As Jackson argues: “Even 

in the most provocative interventionist theatre, the aesthetic dimension of the 

work is pivotal. Lose sight of the aesthetic and the capacity of such theatre to 

intervene is seriously diminished” (Jackson, 2007, p. 28).  The proposition that 

the artistic and the instrumental are potentially interdependent, and that the 

value and potential of prison theatre rests in this interdependency is appealing. 

This thesis argues that, if prison theatre can be informed by current 

criminological frameworks whilst finding an aesthetic and ethic of practice that 

moves beyond the binary positions of art or intervention, it may find its potency.  

 

A Brief History of Prison Theatre   

 
Despite its emergence as a sub-discipline within applied theatre (see 

Prendergast & Saxton, 2009), prison theatre is a diverse area of application and 

indeed a multifarious description of practices. Having emerged as theatre in 

prison-related contexts (see Balfour, 2004), prison theatre is contextually varied: 

it occurs in prisons, with those on community supervision, with ex-offenders 

post-release or those within the community often labelled ‘at risk’. Even within 

prisons, the nature of incarceration varies enormously from country to country, 

from jurisdiction to jurisdiction and, indeed, from one prison to another. Styles of 

incarceration – from maximum security prisons to therapeutic communities, 

from gulags to open prison farms, from secure forensic mental health units, to 

correctional environments for women or Indigenous offenders – present prison 

theatre practitioners with a range of different contexts to apply theatre practice.  
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The use of theatre with prisoners has a long history and as Balfour suggests, “it is 

probable that soon after the first prison was built, the first unrecorded moment of 

prison theatre/art occurred” (2004, p. 1). Australia is part of this history, with 

one of the first documented examples of prison theatre being the 1789 staging by 

NSW convicts of George Farquhar’s Restoration comedy The Recruiting Officer.  

 

In 1956, the San Francisco Actors Company performed Samuel Beckett’s Waiting 

for Godot to prisoners in San Quentin prison. This new play, which had 

experienced a mixed reception in Europe and America, was warmly received by 

inmates, including inmate Rick Cluchey, who went on to establish the first 

documented prison theatre company, the San Quentin Drama Workshop.  

 

In recent years the profile of prison theatre throughout the world has increased 

significantly. This has been the result of increased media attention (including 

social and web-based media), increased academic attention, and the influence of 

high profile actor Tim Robbins (The Actors Gang, U.S.A.). It has also been the 

subject of acclaimed films (e.g., Mickey B, 2007; Shakespeare Behind Bars, 2005; 

Prison Songs, 2015; and the winner of the Berlin Golden Bear, Caesar Must Die, 

2012). Internationally, prison theatre as an academic field continues to grow, 

and the World Wide Web provides added documentation of projects in such 

diverse locations as Chile, Italy, India and Siberia. 

 

Within the U.K. and the U.S.A., the arts in criminal justice is well-established and 

prolific, with an abundance of theatre programs of many types, from drama-

based offence-focused work (Harkins et al., 2010), to staging opera (Pimlico 

Opera, n.d.), creating dance-theatre (Dowling, 2011), or reading Shakespeare 

with solitary confinement prisoners (Bates, 2011). In the U.K., prison arts has 

evolved to the extent that a number of full-time theatre and multi-arts companies 

now work closely with criminal justice partners to deliver a wide range of 

different arts projects (see www.artsincriminaljustice.org.UK.).  

 

As these partnerships develop, and as correctional systems increasingly focus on 

justifying practice against their broader organisational aims of reducing re-
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offending, some prison theatre projects are being asked (or, at times, required) 

to articulate the intended benefits of prison theatre, whether these be 

rehabilitative, therapeutic, educational or cultural, and to evaluate their work 

accordingly. In 1998 Balfour and Poole were calling for evaluation 

methodologies to be incorporated into the work of practitioners, heeded by 

Hughes (2005) with the comprehensive report, Doing the Arts Justice, a literature 

review of the then extant evidence and theory base for the arts in the criminal 

justice sector. In 2010, Unlocking Value, (Johnson, Keen & Pritchard, 2010) 

assessed the economic value of three arts programs with ex-offenders in the U.K. 

In this report, reference is made to the progress made since the Hughes report 

and notes: “Six years on, the number and quality of evaluations has increased ... 

yet the sector continues to face significant challenges in demonstrating its 

effectiveness” (p. 10). In 2012, The U.K. National Alliance for Arts in Criminal 

Justice commissioned The ‘Evidence Library’ (McLewin, 2012), a catalogue of 

research evidence on the effectiveness of arts organisations in the Criminal 

Justice Sector. A small number of studies documented in that collection are peer 

reviewed, with the majority of the work cited being ‘grey literature’ (i.e., either 

institutional reports or unpublished evaluations available by request through 

arts organisations or published on an organisation’s website). Within the U.K., a 

more recent payment-by-results probation policy has seen a noticeable shift in 

emphasis to the evaluation of arts practice in criminal justice settings in U.K., 

evidenced by an increase in evaluation and outcomes reports now available from 

the National Alliance website. However, despite this push towards outcomes 

data, there has been little theoretical work providing a foundation for these 

evaluations, nor discussion of how this work conceptually aligns with 

correctional concerns.  

 

Within Australia, prison arts practice is less developed. A recent study, Captive 

Audiences (Balfour, Bartleet, Davey, Rynne & Schippers, in press) has mapped 

examples of performing arts practice in Australian prisons and has developed a 

descriptive framework that positions such practice within Australian 

correctional service delivery. It has uncovered a dearth of prison theatre 

programs, with only two ongoing theatre-based programs in Australian 
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jurisdictions. The first is Queensland Shakespeare Ensemble’s Prison Project, 

which has been offering a combined program of Theatre of the Oppressed 

techniques (Boal, 1985) and the production of Shakespearean plays since 2006 

for Queensland Corrective Services (Queensland Government, 2006). The second 

is Somebody’s Daughter Theatre Company, which began working with women 

prisoners in 1980 and continues to produce work with women in the Dame 

Phyllis Frost Centre, Victoria, as well as women ex-prisoners and people at risk 

in community settings. Although both companies claim positive effects of their 

work, neither has been conceptualised as a rehabilitation project, nor 

independently evaluated. Funding continues to be tenuous. 

 

It is only in the past two decades that international research has emerged within 

prison theatre. This work largely consists of descriptions of practice (e.g., Shailor, 

2011), and examples of empirical research remain scant. It would appear that, 

despite calls for greater methodological rigour (Hughes, 2005; Parkes & Bilby, 

2010; Day, in press), the evaluation literature is largely unconvincing, with few 

evaluations meeting the standards required for correctional program 

accreditation (Cheliotis, Jordanoska & Sekol, 2014). Some writers, such as 

Thompson (2003, 2009), have provided thoughtful critical commentary, 

although most theoretical work has been more broadly situated within applied 

theatre rather than prison theatre specifically. McAvinchey (2012) has provided 

a critique of prisons in society and the various ways in which theatre and prisons 

intersect within a social and political context, and Balfour has edited a collection 

of reflections, theoretical discussions and practical applications of theatre with 

the incarcerated (2004). Whilst there have been some recent attempts to apply 

criminological theory to prison arts (McNeill, Anderson, Colvin, Overy, Sparks, & 

Tett, 2011; Davey, Day & Balfour, 2015), this work is in its infancy. 

 

What appears to be most lacking is the conceptual amalgamation of the aesthetic 

dimensions of prison theatre with a coherent theory of offender change, together 

with its application to practice. This thesis addresses this deficit, firstly by 

arguing that viewing prison theatre through the lens of contemporary theories of 

desistance from crime provides a relevant theoretical frame for understanding 
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the contribution that prison theatre can make within the correctional context; 

secondly by arguing that an aesthetically driven practice enhances this 

contribution; and thirdly by applying this framework to a project with women 

offenders. 

 

Background to the Research: A Personal Journey  

 
Personal reflexivity is a central feature of qualitative research practice (Banister, 

Burman, Parker, Taylor, & Tindall, 1994; Flick, 2002) and to this end I wish to 

locate my approach to this research within the context of my biography. Thus in 

what follows, I make explicit my own position that forms the background against 

which my work rests (Wilkinson, 1988).  

 

The research reflects a convergence of my disciplinary interests and my location 

as a researcher situated between the arts and social sciences. My history as an 

arts educator and theatre-maker, and as a clinical and forensic psychologist, has 

led me to various ways of viewing offender rehabilitation and arts practice. Like 

wearing 3D glasses, my experience of simultaneously looking through one lens 

from the social sciences and the other from the arts, has resulted in a dynamic 

picture. Close one eye and one seeks understanding through the rational, through 

evidence and measurement; close the other eye and one seeks understanding 

through expression, through aesthetic sensibility, and through the poetic.  

 

Juxtaposing seemingly incommensurable realities can enable new 

understandings, theories, models and techniques to emerge; approaching a 

research question from a multidisciplinary lens demands that the researcher 

question the assumptions upon which each discipline is built. It also highlights 

the problems that arise with disciplinary discourses and their boundaries. Yet a 

multidisciplinary research agenda makes sense in the 21st century: we live in a 

connected world, where foundational truths have been challenged and hybridised 

knowledge has led to real-world problem solving. It is perhaps at the intersection 

of disciplinary boundaries where new knowledge can be found and creativity and 

innovation in research practice can flourish.  
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My work as a researcher in offender rehabilitation and as a psychologist in 

prisons has enabled me to appreciate the history, intentions and strengths of 

offender rehabilitation research and practice, whilst keeping me alert to its 

inadequacies, failures and debates. As a prison theatre practitioner I have been 

able to experience the dynamic impact and possibility of arts-based work with 

offenders, whilst becoming aware of its underdevelopment in Australia and the 

difficulties inherent in its disciplinary identity. From my position within the arts, 

offender rehabilitation programs have appeared narrow in focus, and their 

delivery often inadequate (particularly in terms of accommodating the different 

learning styles of offenders, adequately facilitating situated role-play, or engaging 

participants). My view from within the arts has highlighted the sterility of our 

correctional methodologies and environments, and how our construction of 

offenders blinds us to their creative potential, and in many ways their potential to 

renew their lives. From my position as a psychologist I have been sceptical of 

some transformative claims made by those involved in prison theatre, 

particularly when there has been little interrogation of the practice in terms of 

why it is being done. Seeing these limitations does not diminish what each 

domain of practice has to offer; rather, there is a realisation that these domains 

might be mutually enriching.  

 

Working within a prison system in one Australian state and performing research 

within prisons in a number of other state jurisdictions, has led me to be 

cognizant of the realities of Australian prison life and the personal struggles of 

those incarcerated. It has also alerted me to inherent difficulties faced by 

correctional providers to defend the rehabilitative enterprise, and the efforts of 

staff working day-by-day in such dehumanising environments. I have seen the 

full spectrum of staff attitudes towards offenders within prisons: from punitive 

harassment to acts of genuine care and humanity. Amongst those incarcerated I 

have also seen brutality and intolerance through to examples of self-sacrifice and 

kindness. Such is the prison environment where prisoners and staff are, as 

Zimbardo reminds us, “locked into a dynamic symbiotic relationship” (Haney, 

Banks & Zimbardo, 2004, p. 32) within the total institution of the prison. This 



 26 

day-to-day experience of prisons, from the perspective of those who live or work 

within them, is somewhat at odds with the politicised rhetoric regarding 

incarceration and punishment that I observed in speaking with or reading the 

work of a number of prison theatre practitioners. For some within this field, 

prisoners are ‘the oppressed’, prison staff ‘the oppressors’ and rehabilitation 

efforts, particularly mainstream programs, considered misguided at best and 

generally useless. I observed a need for some prison theatre practitioners to 

develop a more nuanced understanding of criminal justice and correctional 

contexts, along with an appreciation of the difficulty and importance of the 

rehabilitative task. Simply dismissing cognitive behavioural programs outright, 

ignoring the reality of incarceration as integral to our justice system, or 

stereotyping prison staff does little to assist incarcerated people.   

 

What is repeatedly being demonstrated in the rehabilitation literature is that 

some rehabilitation programs delivered in some ways with some prisoners do 

‘work’ (see Lipsey et al., 2007, for a Cochrane review). Nevertheless, the field of 

offender rehabilitation is not without critique: psychologists and criminologists 

have highlighted problems with motivating offenders in mainstream programs 

(Ward & Maruna, 2007; Wormith et al., 2007), the neglect of broader 

psychosocial factors in rehabilitation programs (Ward & Maruna, 2007), the lack 

of creativity that is associated with manualised programs (Marshall, 2009), 

ethical concerns (McNeill, 2009), and problems with maintaining the integrity of 

program delivery (Day, 2011). Embedded in these critiques is the suggestion that 

the aim of intervention and support services should be more than merely to 

prevent re-offending; rather the aim should be to provide offenders with the 

capabilities to contribute positively to society (Borzycki & Baldry, 2003). As Hans 

Toch notes, “change is more than discontinuance of undesirable conduct” (Toch, 

2001, p. xvi).  

 

Over the last fifteen years I have been contributing to research in prisons that has 

sought to situate and evaluate current correctional practice (e.g., Howells et al., 

2004; Howells et al., 2005; Day et al., 2006; Davey et al., 2006; Day, Kozar, & 

Davey, 2013). This work recognises the gaps in our knowledge of the efficacy of 
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programs in Australian contexts, the need for increasing offender readiness for 

treatment, and the need for programs that adequately address cultural diversity, 

gender, and the possibilities for alternative delivery of programs. Rehabilitation 

products have evolved and continue to evolve, and there is room for an 

investigation into the role of the arts to contribute to rehabilitation. 

 

In 2008, while working as a psychologist in the South Australian prison service, I 

co-produced The Art of Living - Mobilong Prison Multiarts Festival (Government of 

South Australia, 2008). Funded by Arts SA, this festival featured various arts 

performance projects including a month-long intensive drama workshop and 

development of the theatre piece Suitcase Stories directed by John Bergman, 

founder of Geese Theatre U.S., and Songs of Restoration, a devised work I directed 

that featured the men’s choral singing and original poetry. I noticed how this 

festival experience positively affected the men involved, their families, the prison 

staff, other inmates, and the audience of invited government representatives and 

stakeholders. As a psychologist, I saw evidence of profound shifts and changes in 

many of the participants, the pride and connections made with their families, the 

positive impact on the prison environment, and the broader impact on head office 

staff.  

 

As both a clinician and as a theatre practitioner I had mainly worked with male 

offenders, but as a researcher I was aware of the particular difficulties of 

providing appropriate rehabilitation services for incarcerated women. Having 

seen first-hand the impact of arts-based approaches with men, I was keen to 

pursue this idea with women. Knowing that women’s pathways to crime may 

differ from men’s, that women-specific rehabilitation programs were few, and 

that for women, the boundaries between the risk factors for criminal behaviour 

and mental health concerns were often blurred, I felt a prison theatre project for 

women would be worth pursuing. 

 

My effectiveness in the Mobilong project had much to do with being embedded in 

the prison, and I was aware of the difficulties of delivering theatre projects within 

prisons in Australia from outside the correctional system. Difficulties with 



 28 

approval and access, operational restrictions, the mobility of prisoners 

throughout the prison system, the need to schedule around prison work and 

rehabilitation program timetables, together with the peculiarities of correctional 

culture and political agendas, are significant obstacles to effectively producing 

theatre projects in these contexts. I had an idea, but it seemed that I was without 

a means to make that happen.   

 

As fate would have it, I met the manager of The Helena Jones Centre, a low-

security facility for women in Brisbane. This facility was ideally suited to a 

theatre project: it held women who were moving towards the end of their 

sentences, and therefore issues of reintegration were pertinent; it was low 

security, and therefore more easily navigated in terms of the day-to-day running 

of the project; it was centrally located; and it had a culture of high staff 

involvement in case management and a high prisoner/staff ratio.  The manager’s 

openness to alternative approaches to rehabilitation for women also heartened 

me, and I developed a proposal for a theatre project for the Centre. The proposal 

was met with enthusiasm and support: a winning combination for any 

innovation. 

 

I then searched for models of practice, discovering some interesting examples of 

theatre with women offenders at an international level (e.g., Clean Break, U.K.; 

The Medea Project, U.S.A. and South Africa) as well as nationally, with the 

Somebody’s Daughter Theatre Company, Victoria. Buoyed by the existence of 

these models, I decided to investigate the possibility of a theatre-based project for 

women offenders, explicitly informed by current work in criminology and 

offender reintegration, applied theatre techniques and theatre pedagogy, 

community arts engagement and participation, and the interplay between 

aesthetic and ethical questions of working with incarcerated women. 

 

As will be seen in the following sections, the notion of identity is at the heart of 

this project and informs much of the work. As both an arts practitioner and a 

psychologist, I have been fascinated by the ways in which we understand who we 

are: how we talk about ourselves, how we create stories by which we identify 
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ourselves and our social world, and how we make sense of the webs of 

interrelationship and meaning that thread through our existence. As a clinical 

psychologist, I am aware of the significance of identity in mental wellbeing; and 

as a forensic psychologist, the significance of constructing a pro-social or anti-

social identity for offender rehabilitation (Ward & Maruna, 2007) and desistance 

from crime (Maruna, 2001). Similarly, it might be said that the bedrock of theatre 

is the human story, and as a theatre practitioner the exploration and expression 

of who we are has been at the forefront of my work. 

 

Not surprisingly, narrative approaches to desistance and offender rehabilitation 

have appealed to me. They carry with them the aspirational notion that the ‘good 

life’ (Ward & Maruna, 2007) is rich and complex, that a good life involves a 

purpose and meaning (something that parallels contemporary clinical 

approaches such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy [Hayes et al., 1999]), 

and suggests that there is a lot more to the broader correctional agenda than 

offence-specific CBT intervention programs might suggest. This is not to discredit 

the insights of these programs, but to suggest their incompleteness within a 

broader correctional agenda, especially for those women trying to integrate into 

the community. I chose to focus on strength-based theories, which have a multi-

dimensional view of people and their complex individual and social living. The 

importance of cognition is not denied, but situated; and this can be seen to be part 

of an ethic of practice: 

Helping offenders re-evaluate their values and goals and to 
construct practical identities that are truly redemptive in nature 
necessitates creating dialogues based on mutual respect and 
openness. Such dialogues are unlikely to be concentrated on 
discussions of criminogenic needs or reoffending patterns. Rather, 
we suspect the topics raised will be those of work, children, wives, 
husbands, sports teams, hobbies, religion and so on. . . . If risk is to 
be a focus, it should be configured in ways that link up with the 
topic of growth, not of containment and restriction. (Laws & Ward, 
2011, p. 226) 

 

My approach to prison theatre is therefore informed by my views of 

rehabilitation (in the broader sense of that word). The project that emerged from 

this background was a theatre-based workshop culminating in a devised public 
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performance, which allowed the women participants to engage holistically, 

creatively, and reflectively with their stories and with new narratives that 

enhance desistance. Theatre presents us with a unique vehicle with which to 

explore our lives and envisage possibilities – what might be – and as such, I have 

explored theatre’s potential in working with incarcerated women and their 

audience, as an endeavour that invites both the participants and the wider 

community who become their audience to shape unrealised possibilities, ritualise 

redemption and embody new ways of being.  

 

The Research Questions  

 
A number of questions emerged from my professional background, questions that 

had haunted me for some time. They were questions of the utility and application 

of practice, but they were also conceptual questions about the processes of 

change and the role of aesthetics in that change process. Most centrally I was 

interested in knowing how might the practice of prison theatre, while developing 

its artistic contribution, utilise current knowledge in criminology and psychology to 

assist incarcerated women as they move away from crime? This would require a 

practical project in which instrumental intention and aesthetics were equally 

considered, theatre and research practices were concurrent, and theory would 

both inform and emerge from the analysis. The research question became: What 

model of change emerges from the analysis of an applied theatre practice that is 

equally informed by artistic intent and a relevant body of knowledge regarding 

women offenders?  

 

I have addressed this central question in three ways:  

 first, by drawing upon criminological and psychological literature 

pertinent to understanding and assisting women offenders, to 

develop two related theatre projects, refining and workshopping 

the approach over two years to form a theory-informed practice 

model;  

 second, by analysing the experience of the participants, staff and 

audiences of these projects to understand those elements that 
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provoke the experience of change as defined specifically by 

theories of primary, secondary and tertiary desistance;  

 third, by examining the importance of the aesthetic dimension of 

the theatrical experience for enhancing this change process. 

In so doing, I aim to highlight the importance of an informed praxis within the 

field of participatory prison theatre, develop a model of change for theatre with 

incarcerated women, and reflect upon the possibilities and limitations of this 

form of the work. 

 

The Structure of the Thesis  

 
Part One frames the thesis, providing a context for the enquiry. The current 

chapter has outlined the epistemological dilemma that presents itself when a 

multidisciplinary lens is used to understand applied theatre in correctional 

contexts. It has positioned the research within this multidisciplinary space and 

has provided a biographical positioning of myself as researcher within this space. 

A brief overview of prison theatre practice has provided a context for the 

questions at the heart of the enquiry.  

 

Chapter Two reviews the recent history of offender rehabilitation, outlines its 

current practice and explores its critique; presents some theoretical 

developments in the areas of theories of desistance from crime, and explores the 

implications of this literature for a prison theatre practice. Chapter Three 

narrows the focus to literature pertaining to women offenders. It provides 

evidence for a gender-informed approach to women’s rehabilitation and argues 

for the appropriateness of strengths-based approaches when addressing the 

needs of women offenders. It then identifies points of intersection between 

women’s desistance processes and theatre practice. Finally it critically reviews 

the ways in which theatre has been applied in prison settings with women and 

how this practice has been documented, noting a neglect of an adequate theory 

that articulates how women are assisted through this practice. Chapter Four 

begins with methodological considerations arising from a multidisciplinary 
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enquiry. It continues by situating the research, then explains the design and 

methods used, and concludes with ethical considerations. 

 

Part II provides an account of the theatre project upon which the following 

analysis is based. Chapter Five introduces the project, describing the setting and 

detailing the formalities for gaining access and approvals. It provides an 

overview of the project, its three-staged structure, and the drama conventions 

and practices chosen for each stage. Chapter Six offers an account of stages one, 

two and three of the theatre project, foregrounding distinguishing aspects of 

each stage of the project, and contextualising the analysis to follow in Part III. It 

offers insights and reflections to alert practitioners to some principles worthy of 

consideration in formulating future work in similar contexts with similar aims.  

 

Part III addresses the central research question, presenting an analysis of 

material collected over the two years. These chapters present an exploratory 

account of the ways in which women’s experience of an applied theatre project 

reflect aspects of the desistance process. Chapter Seven highlights those aspects 

of the theatre process that have relevance to primary desistance. It analyses the 

collected material to establish those elements within the applied theatre 

experience that encouraged readiness for changed behaviour. Chapter Eight 

views the collected material through the lens of secondary desistance with an 

analysis of how changes in narrative identity were encouraged or enlivened by 

engagement with the theatre project. Chapter Nine demonstrates the women’s 

growing sense of belonging that emerged from their aesthetic engagement with 

their audiences. It focuses on the women’s sense of affective connection, 

belonging and sense of social citizenship: akin to what McNeill has termed 

‘tertiary desistance’ (McNeill 2014, 2016, 2017).  

 

Chapter Ten presents a proposed model for change, articulating both the practice 

approach refined during the two projects and the intermediate desistance goals 

that are met by this approach.  This model refracts the theatre project through 

the prism of primary, secondary and tertiary desistance to understand the 

change process so often neglected in analysing prison theatre. The thesis 
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concludes in Chapter Eleven with a return to key themes raised in Chapter One. 

It concludes by elucidating the centrality of the aesthetic dimension of the 

project to the model of change, and returns to the central research question of 

the thesis, reasserting the relevance of the interplay between the aesthetic and 

the instrumental.  

 

The Contribution of the Thesis 

 
Missing from many discussions of prison theatre is the connection between 

transformative claims that are made and what we know ultimately assists people 

to move away from crime. This is not an easy link to make and for the most part 

has not been made, due largely to the lack of an adequate theory of change for 

the work and a fear of neglecting artistic aims. This thesis makes this link, 

positing a theory for change that occurs in a participatory theatre project with 

incarcerated women. It presents a model of change that provides a means by 

which we might better understand not just whether, but how and why such a 

project is transformative, and which aspects of a complex process have the 

potential to assist the ongoing process of desistance.  

 

There have been very few previous efforts by Corrections to research 

interventions that are deliberately designed to assist desistance in women 

offenders, affect community attitudes to their reintegration, or to improve 

community commitment to support incarcerated women. Thus, this research will 

be valuable for those working in custodial settings with women offenders. It 

provides an example of an innovative approach to working with imprisoned 

women and the conceptual framework that is necessary to inform the evaluation 

of such work.  

 

This thesis demonstrates how theories of desistance can be applied. Theories of 

primary, secondary and tertiary desistance, which have proved useful for 

explanatory purposes within criminology, have rarely been operationalised, and 

this thesis contributes to the desistance literature by providing an example of 

their application.  
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Within applied theatre, there have been few attempts to transcend the 

oppositional binary of prison theatre as either art or intervention, with most 

discussions of this dilemma further essentialising the dichotomy. This thesis 

asserts dissatisfaction with the notion that the domains of art and intervention 

are incommensurable. Here the ‘either/or’ is challenged to become ‘both/and’, 

whereby both intentions are realised and an informed praxis emerges. The 

realisation that each domain has something that enriches the other within 

applied theatre practice, and that this can only occur when we transcend this 

dualism and challenge the intentions of our work, encourages those who pursue 

such projects to explore and develop new forms of prison theatre. With this in 

mind, the importance of the affective and the aesthetic further layers and 

enriches the instrumental aims of applied work. This thesis articulates a model 

for prison theatre that is informed by a relevant body of knowledge and 

developed and refined through reflexive practice, providing substance and 

complexity to the frequently professed but little theorised transformative 

potential of prison theatre.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE REHABILITATION FRAME 
 
 

Introduction 

 
In considering the relationship between theatre and offender rehabilitation, it is 

important not to build a straw man of rehabilitation, nor to uncritically replicate 

current rehabilitation practices. If theatre is to contribute to the project of moving 

people away from crime, then it is necessary to develop an understanding of how 

rehabilitation is currently understood and used in the correctional landscape. 

Examining the way in which current rehabilitation practices came into being, 

allows room for an appreciation of the science of rehabilitation, if not the actual 

practice of correction, as an evolving field. When viewed historically, the 

rehabilitation enterprise can be understood as philosophically oriented to the 

humanisation of correctional practice5, as an ongoing developing ideal. 

Understanding this provides an opportunity for innovation and renewal within 

rehabilitation that invites prison theatre’s unique contribution.  

 

This chapter provides an overview of the recent history of rehabilitation theories 

chiefly embedded within correctional psychology, outlining current practice and 

critique. It then presents more recent developments in criminological theories of 

desistance from crime and juxtaposes this frame with the established 

rehabilitation model. It argues that recent understandings of desistance more 

aptly navigate the apparent dichotomy between interventions that are focused in 

terms of risk management and those that aspire to broader aims, and have 

greater explanatory potential to understand the value of prison theatre. It then 

explores the implications of this literature for a prison theatre practice. 

                                                        
5 Although, it can be argued, that increasingly the rehabilitation enterprise has become 
more related to the economics of government (i.e., cost of imprisonment). 
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Rehabilitation: An Overview 

 
In Australia, the number of persons in custody (both sentenced and awaiting 

trial) has increased over the last five years (i.e., from 2012 to 2017), by 38% or 

11,274 persons, to reach an average daily number of full-time prisoners in 

Australia of 40,577 (SCRGSP, 2015). Of these, over 4,000 are women. Following 

an international trend, the number of women in Australian prisons has surged 

over the past 10 years. In just over 12 months, from March 2016, female 

incarceration has increased by 13% (as opposed to 6% increase for males over 

the same period). About half of men and women in custody have been previously 

imprisoned. More than AU$3.8 billion is spent on Australian prisons, with the 

estimated average cost per prisoner per day in 2013–14 of $292 (SCRGSP, 2015).  

 

From both an economic and a social perspective, the prevention of crime and the 

reduction in offending is of profound importance. These statistics, whilst not 

unusual for the developed world, represent significant human suffering (for both 

victims and perpetrators), and common sense would tell us that reducing 

offending and incarceration rates is a necessary focus for social change. The way 

in which we approach this task is not without debate, as are the types of 

programs and activities that are considered to be useful.  

 

For some years, following a paper by Robert Martinson in 1974, in which he 

concluded that rehabilitation programs had “no appreciable effects on 

recidivism” (Martinson, 1974, p. 25), a ‘nothing works’ pessimism held sway over 

correctional policy.6 This began to shift following the efforts of a group of 

researchers7 who had continued to support and study rehabilitation. In 1990 

Andrews, Bonta and Hoge published an article on classification for effective 

                                                        
6 According to Doris MacKenzie (see MacKenzie, 2006, ch. 4), Martinson has been 
somewhat maligned. His meta-analyses, rather than demonstrating ‘nothing works’, 
were in fact a critique of the way that correctional programs were designed and 
operated. He subsequently retracted this claim. 
7 Considered as the Canadian School (MacKenzie, 2006), this group included Andrews, 
Bonta, Gendreau, and Ross. 



 37 

offender rehabilitation. By the early 2000s researchers had presented evidence, 

through meta-analyses of previous studies that demonstrated the effectiveness of 

various types of rehabilitation programs (see e.g., Andrews & Bonta, 2003; 

Andrews & Dowden, 2005; Lipsey, 1992; Redondo, Sanchez-Meca & Garrido, 

2002). Labelled the ‘What works?’  movement, this work offered new hope for 

dismantling the scepticism of the previous 30 years. In 2004, Frank Cullen, 

President of the American Society of Criminologists said that the ‘What works?’  

movement had rejected the ‘nothing works’ idea and instead showed us that 

crime control interventions were ineffective, offenders were not beyond reform, 

and certain treatment programs were capable of meaningfully reducing 

recidivism (Cullen, 2005).  

 

Developing a set of empirically based principles that could distinguish effective 

and less effective rehabilitation programmes, Andrews and Bonta’s Risk-Needs-

Responsivity (RNR) model (Andrews & Bonta, 2003) rapidly became the 

dominant paradigm for offender rehabilitation in correctional practice in many 

countries including Australia8. Its most detailed description was given in The 

Psychology of Criminal Conduct (Andrews & Bonta, 1994), which has been 

expanded and revised in six subsequent editions, the latest being 2016. Primarily 

concerned with risk (of reoffence) detection and management, this model 

proposes that interventions should be designed according to three main 

principles:  

 the risk principle, which specifies that treatment intensity should be 

organised according to an offender’s assessed level of risk of reoffence, 

with high risk prisoners offered more intensive programs;  

 the need principle, which states that treatment should be targeted to 

dynamic risk factors9 that are directly related to crime (i.e., criminogenic 

needs);  

                                                        
8 The terms ‘RNR model’ and ‘what works’ approach are used interchangeably in much 
of the literature. 
9 Risk factors are those characteristics related to an increased risk of reoffending, and 
are routinely used to make decisions concerning treatment. Static risk factors are 
features of the offenders' histories that predict recidivism but cannot be changed by 
rehabilitation, such as age, race, gender, and prior offences. Dynamic risk factors are 
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 the responsivity principle, which concerns matching the delivery style and 

mode of the intervention with the characteristics, learning styles and 

abilities  of the offender.  

The RNR model endorses the use of cognitive-behavioural methods that target 

those deficits that are directly associated with offending. Offenders most at risk 

for recidivism are prioritised for intervention. Aligned with the RNR model, is 

literature that endorses the delivery of manualised programs as being replicable 

and more easily evaluated (Mann, 2009).  

 

Two prison theatre organisations that have explicitly engaged with the ‘What 

works?’  paradigm are Manchester University’s Theatre in Prisons and Probation 

(TiPP), and the early work of Geese Theatre Company, both in the United 

Kingdom. These organisations have worked closely with prisons and community 

corrections (probation and parole) agencies to design and evaluate theatre 

projects that are expressly rehabilitative in intent (Balfour, 2000). For example, 

the Blagg! and Pump! programs devised by TiPP in the 1990s, and published in 

manualised form (Thompson, 1999), target offending behaviour and anger 

management respectively, and have been evaluated in both community and 

custodial settings (Balfour, 2004). Similarly, Geese Theatre has devised projects 

such as Used (which targets substance use), Insult to Injury (violent offending), 

and Journey Women (female offending), which draw explicitly on social learning 

approaches to behaviour change. The Geese Theatre Handbook (Baim, Brookes, & 

Mountford, 2002) contains many offence-related exercises and activities and 

includes a theoretical chapter that identifies social learning theory, cognitive-

behavioural theory, and role theory as its underlying theoretical pillars, 

consistent with the ‘What works?’  framework.  

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                               
potentially changeable factors, such as substance abuse, problem solving skills deficits 
or negative peer associations. Given that dynamic risk factors are considered 
responsible for the increased risk of committing a crime, they have also been called 
criminogenic needs. 
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Critiques of the RNR Model 

 
An overview of the recent history of offender rehabilitation reveals a progression 

from a time when there were few rehabilitation efforts to a point where there is 

now considerable interest and commitment. The emphasis on psychological 

treatment and the building of an evidence base have been partly successful; 

there is however increasing recognition of the limits of this overly narrow focus.  

Programs based on the RNR model have delivered reductions in reoffending of 

up to 50 percent (Andrews & Bonta, 2010); some researchers, however, argue 

that the available evidence is still insufficient to conclude that such programs are 

indeed effective (e.g., Marques, Wiederanders, Day, Nelson, & van Ommeren, 

2005; Porporino, 2010; Rice & Harris, 2003). In addition, there have been other 

critiques, largely highlighting theoretical, policy and practice weaknesses of the 

RNR model (McNeill, 2012; Polaschek, 2012; Ward & Maruna, 2007). Ward and 

Maruna (2007), for example, argue that the RNR model is too narrow in its 

assumptions of human behaviour and that a broader range of human needs must 

be considered, alongside the role of identity and agency in rehabilitation.  

 

Primarily an offence-focused model of offending and offender rehabilitation, the 

RNR’s emphasis is on risk management rather than treatment engagement, 

thereby inhibiting optimal outcomes. Its neglect of the need for offenders to be 

ready for intervention (Day et al., 2009), together with the model’s emphasis on 

deficit (i.e., avoidance goals) (Ward & Maruna, 2007), has led to low treatment 

motivation for change, with resulting high intervention attrition rates. These 

findings suggest that there is room for improvement. Ward and Maruna (2007) 

claim that a sole focus on criminogenic needs can lower treatment engagement, 

and Ward, Yates and Willis (2012) suggest that targeting non-criminogenic 

needs (such as self-esteem or anxiety) may be a necessary precursor to 

effectively reducing criminogenic needs.  

 

Although the RNR model has been elaborated in later editions of The Psychology 

of Criminal Conduct, Polaschek (2012) suggests that it remains weakened by 

“unrealistic expectations and mistranslations of the model into practice” (p. 1). 
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Problems in application, including difficulties with the integrity, quality and 

delivery of programs, have also been highlighted (Day, 2011; Polaschek, 2012; 

Ward & Maruna, 2007). Polaschek has demonstrated that many of these 

difficulties lie in the translation of the RNR model into real-world interventions, 

and he cautions that the RNR approach “is not the ‘last word’ on offender 

rehabilitation” (2012, p. 13).  The suggestion here is that the aim of intervention 

and support services should not be just to prevent re-offending, but to provide 

offenders with the capabilities to contribute positively to society (Borzycki & 

Baldry, 2003).  

 

Added to these arguments concerning the aims of corrections is a critique of the 

way outcomes are measured. The use of recidivism as the dependent variable of 

choice for the evaluation of RNR strategies has been questioned. Recidivism 

refers to reoffending: a person who previously committed a crime commits 

another crime (which may or may not be detected); or the offender is arrested, 

reconvicted or imprisoned (Drabsch, 2006). Various measures of reoffending are 

used to determine the efficacy of programs by comparing a ‘treatment’ group and 

a matched control group. However, this term, and its use in correctional research 

and program evaluation, can be problematic (Payne, 2007; Bushway, Brame, & 

Paternoster, 2004), because varying definitions are used, making comparisons 

difficult and undermining the strength of meta-analyses, particularly when 

outcomes are applied beyond research studies to real-world program delivery 

(Wormith, Althouse, Simpson, Reitzel, Fagan, & Morgon, 2007). As McNeill 

illustrates: “judging rehabilitative interventions by reconviction is a bit like 

judging the success of health interventions by whether anyone shows up at the 

doctor again (for any reason, not just in relation to the problem that has actually 

been treated); judging them by re-incarceration is like judging medical 

treatments by re-hospitalisation (again for any reason) after treatment” (2012, p. 

24). In addition, recidivism (or reoffending) studies do not measure change in 

types of offending behaviour nor measure intervals between offending behaviour 

for individuals. Such studies ignore the extent to which some offenders may 

integrate and contribute positively to society, and they do not show how this may 

occur (Bushway et al., 2004).  
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It is perhaps useful to see psychological approaches such as the RNR model as an 

important stage in the rehabilitation endeavour, one that has allowed 

rehabilitation to be relevant to correctional concerns, but one that is now being 

challenged by broader systems perspectives which identify social, cultural and 

relational contexts for offending, as well as ways to engage and motivate 

offenders towards change. Certainly other approaches to behaviour change exist, 

such as deterrence, vocational training and education, that are not considered 

under this model. The argument here is that the rise of the medical model of 

offender rehabilitation has limited its definition, delivery and outcomes;10 and 

that “a solely psychological conception of rehabilitation is inadequate to the 

moral and social offence that crime represents” (McNeill, 2012, p. 32).  

 

McNeill urges rehabilitation theorists to appreciate the relevance of robustly 

engaging with sociology, moral philosophy and criminology to not only focus on 

deficit to reduce risk of reoffending, but also to focus on those factors that 

prevent people from offending (McNeill, 2012). He places desistance from crime 

as the central aim of rehabilitation, and in so doing reframes the RNR model as a 

‘theory of assisted desistance’ (p. 26). Engaging with theories of how and why 

people stay away from crime recognises rehabilitation as a socially situated, 

value-laden enterprise, and one that is only a part of a complex picture.  McNeill 

stresses that “the process of change exists before, behind and beyond the 

intervention” (2012, p. 30), arguing that interventions may support the change 

process with more certainty, and are a necessary, but insufficient, aspect of an 

individual’s journey towards successful reintegration within a community.11 

                                                        
10 McNeill (2012), following Rotman (1990), alerts us to a conceptual history of the 
correctional enterprise: the rise of the penitentiary was supported by a religious notion 
of rehabilitation as redemption. This idea was supplanted during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries by a medical model, in which criminality was pathologised and 
flaws ‘diagnosed’ and ‘treated’. In the late twentieth century the medical model was 
augmented by social learning theories, in which criminality was depicted as antisocial 
learned behaviours that could be targeted and unlearned.  
 
11 This aligns with Porporino’s (2010) assertion that offender rehabilitation has gone as 
far as it can go in terms of any further refinement of evidence-based programs. He 
argues that skill-based learning in isolation has only limited utility without paying heed 
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Recent research has emphasised the important role of social as well as 

psychological variables, as well as identifying resilience and desistance factors 

associated with successful reduction in criminal activity. These factors include a 

stable emotional relationship, access to pro-social models that promote a non-

offending lifestyle, employment, appropriate social support, adequate cognitive 

capabilities, and the development of an adequate self-concept and the acquisition 

of a sense of a meaningful life (Laws & Ward, 2011; Lösel, 2010; Maruna, 2001). 

McNeill suggests that the ‘What works?’ paradigm begins in the wrong place: it 

“begins by thinking about how practice (whether ‘treatment’, ‘help’ or 

‘programmes’) should be constructed without first thinking about how change 

should be understood” (McNeill, 2006, p. 45). According to McNeill (2006), 

“constructions of practice should be embedded in understandings of desistance” 

(p. 45), adding somewhat provocatively: 

Until and unless rehabilitation can renegotiate its relationships with its 
moral foundations and constraints, with the burgeoning evidence base 
about the desistance process it exists to support, and with its social, 
political, and legal contexts, it will remain vulnerable to its co-optation and 
bastardization as a mere technique for risk management and public 
protection.” (2012, p. 15) 

 
 

The rehabilitation enterprise is more than adjusting the psychological mechanism 

of an individual offender. The literature is demonstrating the importance of 

broadening the focus of rehabilitation from individuals to social relationships and 

the community (Laws & Ward, 2011; McNeill, 2006). To date, prison theatre has 

not featured in these debates, and its attempts to align itself with the ‘What 

works?’ approach have been uncomfortable. For prison theatre this broadening of 

what constitutes rehabilitation is an important refocus.  

Desistence from Crime and the Implications for Prison 

Theatre 

 
The shift to broaden offender rehabilitation theory beyond reducing deficit and 

managing risk has led to the development of strengths-based approaches in 
                                                                                                                                                               
to context, and that standard correctional interventions make a flawed assumption: that 
a manualised program leads to change, much like assuming that “once they have the 
recipe, the meal they cook will be tasty automatically” (p. 80).  
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correctional psychology (e.g., the Good Lives Model, see Dumas & Ward, 2016; 

Ward & Fortune, 2013; Ward & Maruna, 2007) and criminology (see Ronel & 

Elisha, 2011; Ronel & Segev, 2014). Aligned with this emphasis on strengths is a 

developing theory of change scholarship that seeks to understand the processes 

by which people desist from crime across the life course. The criminology 

desistance literature offers a different lens through which to view the 

rehabilitation enterprise. It is not anti-intervention per se, but acknowledges the 

potential value of a range of approaches in meeting desistance goals. As such, and 

in contrast with models of rehabilitation, desistance is not a model of 

intervention; it is a model of change.  

 

Desistance – which is commonly referred to as the ending of a period of 

involvement in crime – has broadly been acknowledged as a process rather than 

an event (Maruna, 2001) and is generally considered to involve both vacillation 

and ambivalence (Laws & Ward, 2011; Zamble & Quinsey, 1997). Maruna (2001) 

shows us how ex-offenders talk about “going straight,” “making good,” or “going 

legit” (“One goes legit. One does not talk about having turned legit or having 

become legit. The ‘going’ is the thing” [p. 26]).   

 

Earlier researchers in older desistance studies (e.g., Glueck & Glueck, 1945) 

viewed desistance from crime as largely a part of the maturation process: people 

aged out of crime. Following this, social bonds and social control theories 

embellished this idea (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993, 

2003), suggesting that ties to family, employment or educational programs in 

early adulthood triggered changes in criminal behaviour. More recently, 

desistance scholars have come to conceptualise desistance as a process rather 

than an event (see Graham & McNeill, forthcoming 2018, for an overview of 

desistance scholarship). This new desistance framework stresses the significance 

of subjective changes in the person’s sense of self (Giordano, Schroeder & 

Cernkovich, 2007; Maruna, 2001), and focuses on “the movement from the 

behaviour of non-offending to the assumption of the role or identity of a 

‘changed person’” (Maruna, Immarigeon & Lebel, 2004, p. 19). It explains 

desistance as a gradual process that involves “a series of cognitive, social, and 
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behavioural changes leading up to the cessation of criminal behaviour” 

(Kazemian, 2015, p. 1).  

 

Graham and McNeill (forthcoming, 2018) summarise theories of desistance as 

having fallen into three broad theoretical categories: ontogenic theories, which 

stress the importance of age and maturation; sociogenic theories, which stress 

the importance of social bonds and ties; and narrative theories, which stress the 

importance of subjective changes in identity. Despite variations in emphasis, 

most new desistance theories now accommodate some sort of interactive model 

of organic and normative processes, both the social and the subjective, that affect 

an offender’s journey towards successful integration within the community. 

These approaches have stemmed from the work of Farrall and Bowling (1999), 

who developed an integrated theory of desistance that stresses the relationship 

between objective changes in the offender’s life and how the person makes sense 

of these changes and re-evaluates their life in response.  

 

Kazemian & Maruna (2009) have reviewed the evidence base of social and 

internal factors theorised to be involved in the desistance process, and have 

determined that the social factors include marriage, employment and peer 

associations, whilst the internal factors centre on identity transformation and 

cognition. This is best summarised by McNeill (2006):  

Desistance resides somewhere in the interfaces between developing 
personal maturity, forming new or stronger social bonds associated with 
certain life transitions, and individual subjective narrative constructions 
which offenders build around these key events and changes. It is not just 
the events and changes that matter; it is what these events and changes 
mean to the people involved. (p. 47) 

 

The links between behaviour, identity and belonging are implicit in the main 

explanatory theories of the new desistance scholarship (Graham & McNeill, 

forthcoming, 2018) and, for the purposes of this thesis, provide a potential focus 

for prison theatre. Maruna and Farrell (2004) distinguish between primary and 

secondary desistance, in which the former refers to behaviour – that is, the 

absence of re-offending – and the latter, a related shift in identity. Following 
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Lemert (1951)12, primary desistance becomes the ‘initial flirtation and 

experimentation’ with a move away from crime and secondary desistance the 

adoption of a non-offending identity. Further, and more recently, McNeill (2014, 

2016) has been developing the concept of tertiary desistance. This refers ‘not just 

to shifts in behaviour or identity but to shifts in one’s sense of belonging to a 

(moral and political) community’, encompassing ‘how one sees one’s place in 

society’ and how one is seen by others (McNeill, 2016, p. 201). Following Daly 

and Marchetti (2017) I shall call this the ‘new desistance framework’. Next, I 

review primary, secondary and tertiary desistance in more detail and explore the 

ways in which applied theatre resonates with these theories.  

 

 
Primary Desistance 

 
Primary desistance is ‘pro-social behaviour’, and refers to the lull or break in 

criminal behaviour. As such it is generally considered to have little relevance to 

the development of rehabilitation strategies. However, King (2013) has argued 

that a reconceptualisation of primary desistance as a transitional phase between 

offending and crime cessation, offers a way to understand a person’s decisions to 

desist and the shifting character of offending and non-offending across an 

individual’s lifespan. From this perspective, primary desistance becomes an early 

stage of a journey towards identity reconstruction, filled with ambivalence and 

vacillation. It is an early stage of a process rather than an outcome. 

 

King suggests that the lulls in offending behaviour that relate to primary 

desistance may be brief durations of time, and these periods are likely to be 

characterised by ambivalence. Similar in tone to the ‘stages of change’ literature 

(Prochaska & DiClemente, 1983; Prochaska & Prochaska, 2016), this focus on the 

natural ambivalence occurring in the process of change invites intervention. 

King’s conceptualisation of primary desistance also resonates with the notion of 

                                                        
12 The notion of primary and secondary desistance draws on the work of Edwin Lemert 
in the area of deviance (1951). Lemert’s work on deviance discerned two categorical 
phases: primary deviance was considered to be “the initial flirtation and 
experimentation with deviant behaviours”, while secondary deviance involved deviance 
becoming “incorporated as part of the ‘me’ of the individual” (1951, p. 11).  
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‘treatment readiness’ (Day, Casey, Ward, Howells, & Vess, 2010), acknowledging 

the importance of attitudes and motivation to move away from crime (Burnett, 

1992, 2000; Farrall, 2002), and emphasises that an openness to and readiness 

for the possibility of change is a pre-requisite for behavioural change to occur 

(Giordano Cernkovich & Rudolph, 2002; Rumgay, 2004).  

 

Considering this, interventions for encouraging primary desistance would 

explore the behavioural shift between criminality and conformity for the 

offender, and would build motivation and pro-social attitudes whilst 

acknowledging ambivalence and vacillation. It is a focus on behaviour or action, 

but action that is both socially situated and attitudinally influenced. A prison 

theatre practice might thus acknowledge this ambivalence and vacillation. Helen 

Nicholson (2014) urges applied theatre to inhabit this place of ambivalence, 

presenting participants with opportunities for embodied reflection over time. 

“Theatricality” she argues, “lends an aesthetic doubleness to this pedagogic 

process, framing the practices of everyday life and inviting participants to pause 

long enough to pay attention” (p. 61). She argues for a ‘sensory pedagogy’, an 

“ambivalent space of association in which to witness consonance, dissonance and 

inter-relationality” (p. 62). 

 

Secondary Desistance 

 
If primary desistance is generally understood as the shift to ‘pro-social 

behaviour’, then secondary desistance refers to the shift to ‘pro-social identity’. It 

also indicates that the person has moved “from the behaviour of non-offending to 

the assumption of the role or identity of a ‘changed person’” (Maruna, 

Immarigeon & LeBel, 2004, p. 19). Evidence by Shover (1996), Maruna (2001), 

Giordano et al. (2002) and Burnett (2000) shows that the journey towards 

desistance from crime involves identifiable changes at the level of personal 

identity. This body of work proposes that shifts in identity and self-concept assist 

to secure longer-term, sustained changes in behaviour.  
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Following those who have explored identity construction in the twilight of late 

modernity (Elliott, 2001; Goffman, 1959; Giddens, 1991; Hall, 2000; Jenkins, 

2004; McAdams, 1993), this notion of identity is not fixed.  Rather, it is inherently 

fluid and performative, actively constructed and reconstructed in response to 

one’s evolving cognitions, choices and conduct, which are interpersonal and 

socially embedded. The ‘stories we live by’ (McAdams, 1993) are by necessity 

sustained, sequential, integrated and purposive. Who we tell ourselves and others 

about who we are is a process that balances continuity and change: narrative 

identity reconstructs the autobiographical past and imagines the future in a way 

that provides our lives with some degree of unity, purpose, and meaning; and as 

such is essential to psychological coherence. Changes in narrative identity and 

consequent behavioural change do not involve abrupt reformation, but the 

reinterpretation of one’s old self in the light of an envisioned future self. It is the 

narrative link between the past and the future which gives rise to one’s present 

sense of self and one’s present actions. As Giddens proposed: “A person’s identity 

is not to be found in behaviour, nor – important though this is – in the reactions of 

others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going” (1991, p. 54). 

 

In over two decades of personality research Dan McAdams (see McAdams, 1993, 

2006, 2015) has demonstrated how redemptive imagery in life-narrative 

accounts is linked to psychological wellbeing. He has shown how people interpret 

their life story in such a way that negative experience or events become the 

necessary precursor to generativity (or giving back to others), in what he calls 

‘redemption narratives’ (McAdams, 2006). Drawing on McAdams, Maruna’s work 

on desistance narratives (2001) offers insight into the process by which ex-

offenders move towards a pro-social life by re-storying their lives. His Liverpool 

Desistance Study (2001) compared the narrative scripts of 20 persisters and 30 

desisters who shared similar criminogenic profiles. He identified certain 

narrative life scripts that he called the ‘condemnation script’ and the ‘redemption 

script’. Each group shared a sense of fatalism in their accounts of their criminal 

activities, yet differed in their development of agency. In the ‘condemnation 

script’ that emerged from those persisting with crime, he noticed that “active 

offenders ... largely saw their life scripts as having been written for them a long 
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time ago” (p. 75) and beyond their ability to change. By contrast, the redemptive 

script of desisters identified how the person had gradually been able to move 

away from a criminal identity and return to what they described as ‘the real me’. 

This person sees themselves as having been disadvantaged by society, 

development and/or circumstance, gets involved with crime to cope, and yet is 

someone who is able, with the help of another who believes in them, to 

accomplish what he or she ‘was always meant to do’. Desisters discover the 

agency to resist criminogenic pressures within this process of narrative 

transformation.  

 

According to social scientists Rosenwald & Ochberg (1992), “how individuals 

recount their histories – what they emphasise and omit, their stance as 

protagonists or victims, the relationship the story establishes between teller and 

audience – all shape what individuals can claim of their own lives”  (p. 1). From 

this perspective our personal stories are more than a way of talking about our 

lives; they are the means by which we fashion our identity. Social psychologists 

Ken and Mary Gergen argue that stories “serve as vehicles for rendering selves 

intelligible” (1988, p. 17). Considering this, it is not a large leap of application to 

envisage the potential for drama activities to be applied to identity formation. 

Opportunities to explore one’s story and how this resonates with other stories 

construct who we are, and are essentially moral processes. Philosopher Alasdair 

MacIntyre (1981) proposes that enacted narratives form the basis of moral 

character. Similarly, Woolfolk (1998) argues we are “partially constituted by our 

self-narratives; we are historical, moral, and aesthetic works in progress” (p. 

103). As Ken and Mary Gergen explain, “this is not to say, then, that life copies art, 

but rather, that art becomes the vehicle through which the reality of life is 

generated. In a significant sense, then, we live by stories – both in the telling and 

the doing of self” (Gergen & Gergen, p. 17). 

 

Secondary desistance research shows that the development of agency is 

accomplished through the belief in the offender by significant others who 

maintain the vision of the new pro-social identity through periods when this 

becomes difficult for the person themselves to achieve (Maruna, 2001). This 
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intersubjective support and change process evolves until the person engages in 

generative activities (or giving to others), as a way of articulating and solidifying 

their new identity. This process can be achieved through the development of 

reflexive living. McNeill (2006, p. 49) argues that this reflexivity reveals and 

produces “shifts in the dynamic relationships between agency and structure” (i.e., 

between individual and social aspects of change). Interventions to assist 

secondary desistance, then, require the encouragement of reflexive living through 

interpersonal meaning-making.  

 

Of importance to prison theatre is the way in which the reflexive and the 

interpersonal are at the heart of participatory drama-based activity and inhabit 

the space between role, self and other – a space where agency is possible.  

Applied theatre practitioners and scholars have discussed this powerful aspect of 

theatre, noting the centrality of reflexivity. According to Taylor, Freire has argued, 

“at the heart of educational transformation is an enabling of human beings to 

consciously reflect on their actions and then change their behaviour in light of 

their discoveries. Such transformation is a praxis: action-reflection-

transformation” (P. Taylor, 2003, p. 9). This is echoed by Boal’s Theatre of the 

Oppressed, in which participatory theatre encourages spectators to become 

‘spectactors’, who consciously and deliberately reflect and act on the implications 

of their own and others’ actions. Boal (1995) says that  

Theatre is born when the human being discovers that it can observe itself; 
when it discovers that, in this act of seeing, it can see itself – see itself in 
situ: see itself seeing. … A triad comes into being. The observing–I, the I-in-
situ, and the not-I, that is, the other. (p. 13)  

 
 

Inevitable questions arise in the dramatic process; questions which by their 

nature encourage a distancing from self-identity and self-narrative that enables 

reflection. Who am I in role, and how does that compare with/ reinforce/ or 

challenge who I sense myself to be? How does my character feel/how do I feel? What 

would my character do/what would I do? In what ways are these different? How 

does interacting with these other actors and other characters construct who I can 

be in role? As Chipatiso (2013) suggests, “there are distinguishable levels of 

interaction between the self and the role in role-playing, from a point where there 
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is consciousness to where there is unconsciousness, and these influence the mode 

of reflexivity” (p. 235). Similarly, Wright (2011) argues that both agency and 

intersubjectivity are threads running through the drama experience, and are core 

elements in constructing and reflecting upon human experience. “Human 

experience, as both the subject and object of drama, can be seen as accomplished 

through mutually constructing actions, interactions and meanings as they emerge 

and are shared through action and symbol systems including language, sound and 

movement. The capacity for understanding others then can be seen to be deeply 

rooted in the relational nature of action” (p. 111).  

 
Giordano and her criminological colleagues (2002, 2007) have provided 

important evidence linking desistance and cognitive change, the mechanism for 

secondary desistance. Drawing on 180 life history narratives of offenders, they 

theorise desistance developing through cognitive shifts that accompany or 

precede behavioural transitions. They propose that change becomes possible 

through a cognitive openness to change, accompanied by emotionally connecting 

with what they call ‘hooks for change’, or what the desister understands as the 

catalyst for making that change possible. It is not external events, environments 

or others per se, but the desister’s interpretation of these events or relationships 

that is central. Opportunity is not enough: offenders need the cognitive capacity 

and the skills to take advantage of these opportunities. By recognising and 

emotionally connecting with the ‘hooks for change’, an offender can craft a 

‘replacement self’ through which they filter decisions and actions until the old 

offending self is no longer a viable identity. In focusing attention on the cognitive 

and emotional processes and the meaning of changes that occur in the lives of ex-

offenders, Giordano et al. have concluded “there is more to life than transition 

events” (p. 1648).   

 

Building on this work in her ethnographic study of the desistance process within 

a prison-based therapeutic community, Stevens (2012) has demonstrated how 

such ‘hooks for change’ occur within the ‘radically different environment’ of a 

forensic therapeutic community, thereby socially enabling, producing and 

reinforcing the pro-social changes to the offender’s personal identity and self-
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narrative. She argues that rehabilitation in this setting “involves a process of 

purposive and agentic reconstruction of identity and narrative reframing, so that 

a ‘new’ and ‘better’ person emerges whose attitudes and behaviours cohere with 

long-term desistance from crime” (p. 527).  

 

For theatre-based programs the concept of secondary desistance also offers an 

opportunity to provide a ‘radically different environment’ within the prison space 

where identity is no longer simply that of prisoner or offender, but expands to 

become that of actor, artist, creator, ensemble member. This ‘replacement self’ 

opens up the possibility for identity expansion with the potential to encourage 

openness to change. In addition, drama processes are natural bedfellows of 

narrative exploration and the development of emotional recognition and 

expression. These are skills that offenders need in order to take advantage of 

‘hooks for change’ in their lives. There is an opportunity here for prison theatre 

programs to enable offenders to explore life narratives, events and aspects of self 

and the emotional and symbolic meaning of life transitions, and express these in 

embodied ways.  

 

Both Maruna (2001) and Giordano et al. (2002) place hope and imagination 

centrally in narrative reconstruction. Hope is different from just wishing that 

something would happen; it is “the perception of successful agency related to 

goals” and “the perceived availability of successful pathways related to goals” 

(Snyder et al., 1991, p. 570). Following this definition, the process of desistance 

involves both envisioning future outcomes (imagination and agency) and 

perceiving the ability to realise them (self-efficacy and hope). It is belief in the 

self-story. In his Liverpool Desistance study, Maruna (2001) argues that those 

who are desisting from crime tend to have an envisioned future and are 

optimistic that they can achieve it.  Giordano and her colleagues (2002) suggest 

that it is the perception of the availability of a ‘hook for change’ that is important 

for successful desistance. Similarly, LeBel et al. (2008), drawing on the Oxford 

Recidivism Study, suggest that hope refers to the imagining of future goals and 

the pathways to achieving them; and Burnett (1992, 2004) has shown that 

property offenders were most likely to desist when, prior to release, they had 
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articulated a firm belief that they would remain crime-free. The belief in one’s 

ability to live an envisaged pro-social life is empirically correlated with the long-

term achievement of measurable desistance and reduced risk of reoffending 

(Burnett & Maruna, 2004; Martin & Stermac, 2010). This literature suggests the 

importance of providing opportunities for envisaging alternative futures, 

engendering hope and developing trust in self and others. For theatre it suggests 

a role in developing and encouraging creative action: the skills necessary for 

moving beyond just wishing which can enable an embodied experience of the 

imagining process and its emotional content; the building blocks of hope. 

 

For prison theatre, the concept of secondary desistance offers opportunities. Not 

only does this literature show the importance of interventions that assist 

offenders to articulate and present narrative identity  (who am I and where have I 

come from); but also highlights the importance of developing reflexivity, self-

efficacy and imagination in order to increase agency and the opportunities for 

change and transformation. Theatre is not mere imitation, it offers a unique 

vehicle for embodying the what if and for making sense of that what if; to 

experience the emotional and moral shifts that occur when we generate new 

ways of being.  

 

Tertiary Desistance 

 
Desistance does not occur in a vacuum: it occurs at the interface of an individual 

and their community. Most recently, McNeill (2014, 2016, 2018), has maintained 

that for one to desist from crime there needs to be more than just a shift to pro-

social behaviour or pro-social identity; there also needs to be a shift in one’s 

sense of belonging to a pro-social community. He argues that “since identity is 

socially constructed and negotiated, securing long term change depends not just 

on how one sees oneself but also on how one is seen by others, and on how one 

sees one’s place in society” (McNeill & Schinkel, 2016, p. 608). This emphasis on 

belonging to a network of social relationships that matter to the person is 

receiving increasing attention (Day, 2015; K.J. Fox, 2015; Weaver & McNeill, 

2015). It is not just the offender who is responsible for seeking pro-social 
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engagement, but engagement with and active support for offenders by the 

community, the law and the state is equally necessary (Day, 2015). For tertiary 

desistance (and it would seem, enduring change) to occur, it is the reciprocal 

relationships between offenders and their community that seem to matter.  

 

The term ‘social capital’ has been taken up by criminologists to capture the 

importance of social connectedness as a key dimension of desistance. Social 

capital has been referred to as the development of connections between people 

(Bourdieu, 1986), social ties (Coleman, 1988), trust (Fukuyama, 1995) and 

engagement in civil society (Putnam, 1995); and most definitions emphasise the 

reciprocal nature of social networks and the value of these as a social resource. As 

such, social capital is a set of relationships and interactions that have the 

potential to be transformative and enhance wellbeing.  

 

Social capital theorists have delineated three types of social capital. Two are 

relevant here: ‘bonding social capital’ refers to close ties with family and friends, 

and ‘bridging social capital’ refers to wider networking of acquaintances and 

colleagues (McNeill & Whyte, 2007). Research consistently finds that high crime 

communities have low social capital (see McNeill, 2009). Thus, supporting the 

desistance process requires that attention be focused on both bonding and 

bridging social capital: the mending and maintenance of close/intimate social 

bonds and the development of broader engagement with NGOs, support 

networks, employers and the local community.  

 

This literature suggests a possible role for a style of prison theatre that is not 

confined to developing, in a drama-based format, offence-related skill-based 

activities in offenders. There also exists the potential for prison theatre to make a 

significant contribution to the development of a sense of belonging, by developing 

a creative and motivating theatre practice that assists offenders to meaningfully 

engage with others in the community. The aim of intervention, in this instance, is 

for the offender to feel a sense of belonging to the community, and for the 

community to develop acceptance and hope for the possibility of renewal. 

Theatre programs that include public performance, albeit within prison walls or 
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for invited audiences, may provide opportunities for encouraging desistance at 

this tertiary level.  

 

When an incarcerated individual’s family and community become their audience, 

the possibility for ‘sharing a moral space’ (K.J. Fox, 2015) emerges. Offenders are 

engaging with their community in pro-social ways, ‘performing’ renewal, and 

making a claim for acceptance. This is broadly in accordance with Maruna’s 

notion of the ‘redemption ritual’ (2001, p. 158), in which public 

acknowledgement of one’s pro-social self by both intimates and respected 

community members, reinforces personal transformation. Public performance 

may offer an opportunity for theatre to hold up a mirror for the audience to see 

both themselves and the offender anew, potentially finding a commonality in the 

mutuality that is the theatre experience. The audience and the offender are 

renegotiating that individual’s place in the social order in that moment; the 

offender becomes performer and they become audience, both bound by 

conventions that hitherto did not exist.  

 

Social capital might be built when offenders perform for a community audience. 

In a project that saw female students and male prisoners in Tel Aviv participate 

in theatre workshops in a minimum security prison (Kuftinec & Alon, 2007), 

theatre exercises provoked students (as representatives of the broader 

community) to reflect on the nature of criminality and “their participation in 

sustaining structures of power that allow for criminality to be politically defined, 

economically sustained, and socially enforced” (p. 276). Kuftinec and Alon 

describe how the reflective responses of the participants-as-audience – both 

students and prisoners – led to both a reinforcing and a questioning of 

assumptions about the other. The culminating performance piece was also 

staged for family and friends of prisoners and students. This performance was 

followed by an interactive discussion, making room for questions of citizenship 

to emerge:  

What does it mean to become a critical citizen? It means to have the 
ability to recognize and transform not only individual actions, but also 
fields of social power; to understand society not as a given structure but 
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as a potentially transformable site that can ultimately be re-animated 
within a theatrical laboratory. (Kuftinec & Alon, 2007, p. 289) 

 
 

Similarly, McKean’s (2007) work with women prisoners in Winchester, U.K., saw 

the staging of a theatre piece to raise community awareness of the criminal 

justice system. Refuge, based on the lives of the women involved, was performed 

for an audience of community members who were given entry to the prison. The 

performance was followed by post-performance discussions and questionnaires 

and some audience responses indicated “that the play had made them re-think 

the usefulness of prison sentences for many of the women who end up in prison” 

(p. 324). Refuge was subsequently taken on a tour of schools and colleges, 

performed by a student cast, and funded by the Hampshire Crime Prevention 

Panel.  

 

Finding ways to increase offenders’ social connection requires interventions that 

can affect both individuals and their community. For the offender, building skills 

and assets that assist them to maintain positive relationships and take advantage 

of connections with employers, teachers, friends, family, fellow sporting team 

members and so on can encourage engagement and a sense of belonging. 

However, as Bazemore and Erbe (2004) argue, these assets “are unlikely to be 

fully developed in treatment or remedial programmes focussed primarily on skill 

deficit reduction, or cognitive therapy aimed at correcting ‘thinking errors’” (p. 

43). They suggest that offenders are most likely to develop these skills in settings 

where they are “linked organically to positive adults” and where the motivation 

for coming together is not treatment focused. “Rather the relationship is about a 

mutual instrumental commitment to a common task, which in turn provides the 

opportunity for developing affective connections to others” (p. 44). They cite the 

“classic apprenticeship model in craft and trade” and “the master/student 

relationship in the arts” as ideal models.  

 

Prison theatre often cites the development of skills to assist offenders in building 

connections with family and employers etc., such as communication skills, 

teamwork and relationship skills, as a rationale for the activity. Research that 
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supports tertiary desistance would suggest that although useful, simply building 

skills is insufficient. What is also required are theatre programs that offer 

opportunities to develop positive relationships with pro-social mentors, where 

mutual commitment to a common non-treatment goal (such as a performance) 

can provide the motivation for engagement, and in which relationships can be 

valued and affective connection enabled. Bazemore and Erbe (2004) propose that 

emerging from these contexts are opportunities to develop a sense of ‘usefulness’ 

and the sense of ‘belonging’, which Bellah et al. (1985) have suggested are most 

strongly reinforced in activities that contribute to the common good. 

Participatory theatre programs that provide opportunities for peer mentoring, in 

which more experienced prisoner-artists mentor newer participants, are ideally 

placed to encourage a sense of usefulness and belonging within the ensemble. 

Similarly, those projects that include opportunities for adult offenders to perform 

for others in the prison, for youth, or for the wider community, can provide 

opportunities for offenders to contribute to the common good, and enable 

reciprocal social interaction that can enhance prisoners’ sense of both usefulness 

and belonging to the broader community through social engagement.  

 

Uggen, Manza and Behrens (2004) have proposed that civic reintegration or the 

development of one’s role as a citizen is also central to successful reintegration 

and desistance from crime. Separation from fellow citizens, both in a legal sense 

and a geographical sense, is a fundamental aspect of incarceration and 

contributes to the loosening of social bonds. On release, ex-offenders often face 

vilification, exclusion and social stigma. Post-release adjustment is complicated 

by restrictions to some areas of work and activities due to the ex-offender’s 

criminal record, increased police surveillance and parole or supervision 

restrictions. This study found that communities were often ill-prepared to accept 

ex-offenders as fellow citizens. Community attitudes towards offenders have, 

over the last decade or two, largely been situated within the developing discourse 

of the ‘new punitiveness’ (Pratt et al., 2005). In Australia, public opinion on 

criminal justice issues has increased with the media commentary, the 

politicisation of public policy, and the “ever growing reach of punitive attitudes 
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and practices” (Chappell, 2005, p. xxvi). Travis (2005) calls this the “invisible 

punishments” (p. 63) and comments: 

Punishment for the original offense is no longer enough: one’s debt to 
society is never paid. ... In the modern welfare state, these restrictions on 
the universe of social and welfare rights amount to a kind of ‘civil death’, in 
which the offender is deemed unworthy of societal benefits and is 
excluded from the social compact. (p. 73)  

 

Societies that do not believe that offenders can change will produce offenders 

who do not believe that they can change. As Maruna (2001) points out, fatalism 

pervades the narratives of offenders who persist with crime, and society risks 

reinforcing this hopelessness. McNeill agrees:  

If the message sent by the nature and character of our penal institutions 
and interventions (and by public opinion) is that offenders are ‘other’, 
different, deficient, dangerous, unlikely or unable to change, 
fundamentally ‘bad’, beyond redemption and undeserving of help, then 
that message may become self-fulfilling. (McNeill, 2004, p. 246) 

 

Community values continue to have a significant impact on the nature of 

rehabilitative efforts and the options available to offenders both in prison and on 

release. Led by managerialism and political expediency, and fuelled by a section 

of the media priming a community towards punishment and community fear, 

community attitudes are in turn affecting choices made by authorities regarding 

the nature and delivery of arts interventions. This is perhaps best illustrated by 

the following incident. The Comedy School was a U.K. life skills and educational 

program using the medium of stand-up comedy that had been successfully 

conducting courses throughout British prisons. In 2008, it was conducting a 

course at HMP Whitemoor with a group of offenders who included an alleged 

member of Al Qaeda. When prison staff leaked the presence of this program to 

the Sun, making it front-page news, the then Justice Minister, Jack Straw, 

demanded the course and all other arts activities within the prison be suspended. 

A directive to prisons, PSI 50, which stated that all arts activities must pass a 

‘public acceptability test’, followed. Whilst no objective test existed, many 

planned arts projects were withdrawn from U.K. prisons, and a general reluctance 

on the part of prisons to engage arts projects ensued. Although lobbying by third-

sector organisations led to a softening of the policy, Straw remained unapologetic 
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about his intervention, stating that the public’s perception of the criminal justice 

system has “a profound bearing on how they view the wider competence of the 

government” (Straw, 2009, cited in Hewish, 2015).  

 

Desistance research consistently shows the major role community attitudes play 

in the successful reintegration of offending members. However, there are few 

examples of projects that target community attitudes about the reintegration of 

offenders. Somewhat ironically, considering its reputation for having a harsh 

criminal justice system, Singapore provides a notable exception in its ‘Yellow 

Ribbon Week’. This public awareness campaign involves a large number of 

community activities each year including the sale of yellow ribbon pins to 

“demonstrate acceptance and forgiveness” of released prisoners. The project 

seeks “to engage the community in accepting those with histories of conviction 

and their families, giving them a second chance at life and to inspire a ripple effect 

of concerted community action to support ex-offenders and their families.” 

(www.yellow.ribbon.org.sg/about-us/).  

 

The task of assisting desistance, then, calls for such innovative interventions, not 

just for offenders but also for the community. It calls for a narrative to be shared. 

Shifting public discourse on criminal justice is not about presenting bleeding 

heart stories, but rather engaging communities in the reality of crime, victimhood 

and reintegration. Communities are made poorer, not only by the disruptions 

effected by crime and the suffering borne by victims, but also by the displacement 

of communities’ (often young) men and women through incarceration or social 

exclusion and the effects of such exclusion on the families of offenders. The line 

that divides offender and non-offender is not as clearly marked as many TV crime 

shows would have us believe. Offenders are also victims of crime and our status 

as non-offender can be called into question even in the smallest ways. As 

Solzhenitsyn admonishes:   

If only it were all so simple! If only there were evil people somewhere 
insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate 
them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and 
evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to 
destroy a piece of his own heart? 

 (Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago 1918-1956) 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/10420.Aleksandr_I_Solzhenitsyn
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2944012
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Maruna (2001) alerts us to the power of sharing stories and meta-narratives of 

successful reform: “when reformed ex-offenders share their stories with others ... 

they are leading the effort to transform public discourse regarding crime and 

criminality” (p. 167). He presents the rationale that we are all part of one group – 

our community – and when ex-offenders share their stories with non-offenders, 

they are working to “actively repudiate their alien status and acknowledge 

membership in the same world to which the rest of us belong” (Singer, 1997, p. 

295). The public sharing of stories acts as a catalyst for change: both for the 

individual moving away from crime and for those who surround this individual in 

ever concentric rings of influence and enmeshment. 

 

Awareness of the role that communities play in assisting the desistance process 

calls for innovation and renewal in rehabilitation initiatives. As Brayford, Crowe 

and Deering (2010) remind us, “practice has increasingly become associated with 

interventions designed for ‘offenders’ or people perceived as ‘problems or 

problematic’ rather than practice that had been co-created or constructed from 

relationships with offenders, practitioners and policy-makers” (p. 4). Theatre is 

arguably one way of using the power of stories to shift public discourse. Theatre, 

as an embodied activity, evokes virtual worlds into which audiences are invited, if 

only for a moment, to live vicariously. Theatre provides a safe distance at which 

audiences can visit other aspects of their world and brings them to a reflexive 

stance where their own position can be challenged. This is what Thompson 

(2009) has called “strategic theatre” (p. 122), where public performance of 

participatory theatre seeks to intervene in a broader discourse.  The distinction 

should be made here between what Thompson has called “a grandstanding 

political theatre” (p. 122), and his notion of strategic theatre that interweaves 

participatory theatre with a particular group – in this case offenders – with “the 

assertively strident possibilities of public performance” (p. 122).  
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Applications of the New Desistance Framework 

 
This new desistance framework is informing intervention and service delivery 

(McNeill, Farrall, Lightowler, & Maruna, 2013) inviting a shift from asking ‘What 

works?’ to asking ‘How does change happen?’. In contrast to the RNR model of 

rehabilitation, “desistance is not an outcome that can be produced by applying 

well-engineered tools to unpromising raw materials; rather, it is an organic 

process; one that can be carefully cultivated or husbanded to enable flourishing – 

or neglected and trampled” (Graham & McNeill, forthcoming 2018, p. 8). 

Understanding desistance as a process invites interventions that support 

individual and social change rather than prescribed interventions that target 

specific deficit. Graham and McNeill (2018) explain that conceptualising 

“desistance as a process does not mean that desistance scholars prescribe the 

route, nor expect ‘going straight’ to be a one-off rational choice and linear 

transition from A to B” (p. 4). In terms of intervention strategies, this emphasis 

on the process of desistance shifts the focus away from seeking to directly affect 

specific dynamic risk factors, to how programs might contribute to a broader 

goal of assisting desistance from crime over time. Intervention is thus only one 

factor that triggers, motivates, or contributes to a longer-term change process. 

 

For prison theatre this is a useful re-focus. While some theatre in prison is 

directly offence-related, much is not; and such a shift to process makes room for 

theatre-based activities that motivate change more broadly. McNeill and 

colleagues argue that arts approaches are not discrete targeted ‘interventions’ in 

their own right, but might be regarded as having a unique and worthwhile 

capacity to “inspire” the desistance process (McNeill, Anderson, Colvin, Overy, 

Sparks, & Tett, 2011, p.80). This motivational or readiness factor is one that has 

been highlighted as central to the change process (Burnett & Maruna, 2004) and 

as long-lasting (LeBel, Burnett, Maruna, & Bushway, 2008).  

 

Graham & McNeill (forthcoming, 2018) also postulate eight practical principles 

for the application of the desistance framework. In summary, these principles 

propose that intervention practices need to: 
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 accommodate lapses and relapses in offenders’ behaviour and the 

ambivalence that surrounds the desistance process; 

 be more responsive to cultural and structural diversity; 

 nurture hope; 

 encourage agency; 

 value social relationships; 

 develop social capital; 

 develop strengths and positive potential; 

 convey belief in, recognise and celebrate people’s ability to change. 

 

For the purposes of this thesis, the new desistance scholarship invites prison 

theatre to engage with theories of change that resonate with dramatic processes: 

working with narrative and identity to invoke change at the level of cognition 

and pro-social identity formation, and using performance to invoke change to 

social engagement and moral acceptance.  

 

Conclusion 

 
 
This chapter has given an overview of the recent history of the rehabilitation 

industry and highlights a body of scholarship that is forwarding the case for its 

expansion beyond psychological treatment models. In so doing, I distinguish 

between rehabilitation theories (primarily the RNR model) and theories of 

primary, secondary and tertiary desistance. It is perhaps most useful to broadly 

summarise my review of these two theoretical perspectives as follows: 
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RNR Model New Desistance Perspective 

Interested in reducing risk of reoffending Interested in how and why people stay away 
from crime 

Asks “What works?”  Asks “How does change happen?”  

Focus is on deficit reduction (risk and need) Focus is on building strengths 

Event-oriented. Reoffence is a discrete 
phenomenon. 

Process-oriented. Moving away from crime is a 
journey filled with ambivalence and vacillation. 

Intervention targets factors that predict 
criminal behaviour. 

Intervention targets those factors that assist 
people to stay away from crime. 

Targets the offender as the site of change. Mediates relationships between people trying 
to change and their communities.   

Interventions are primarily based on cognitive-
behavioural and social-learning theories 
regarding individual change. 

Draws on broader theories of change including 
biological, maturational, behavioural, narrative 
identity, relational, and social change. 

Operationally focused Has not been readily operationalised 
TABLE 1 COMPARING THE RNR MODEL AND THE NEW DESISTANCE FRAMEWORK 

 

The implications of this distinction for prison theatre are many. Those theatre 

programs that seek to comply with the RNR model would focus on the offender, 

target offence-related deficits, and aim to impact those factors that reduce 

reoffending. Those theatre programs that seek to assist desistance from crime 

would focus on both the offender and the community, develop offenders’ 

strengths, and aim to develop those factors that move people away from crime.  

 

This thesis presents a prison theatre approach that is grounded in theories of 

desistance. It argues that the new desistance framework offers a more effective 

language for appreciating the unique contribution of prison theatre within 

criminal justice contexts. In so doing, this thesis supports a growing call for the 

rehabilitation of offenders to also address the social, political and moral factors 

that contribute to criminality. McNeill (2012) has advanced the case for a more 

interdisciplinary understanding of offender change, arguing that a purely 

psychological notion “provides a necessary but insufficient basis” for such work 

(p. 1). He proposes that rehabilitation is also a political, moral and social 

endeavour and as such requires “a broader, deeper and more subjective” practice 

in order to maintain its relevance.  

Until and unless rehabilitation can renegotiate its relationships with its 
moral foundations and constraints, with the burgeoning evidence base 
about the desistance process it exists to support, and with its social, 
political, and legal contexts, it will remain vulnerable to its co-optation 
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and bastardization as a mere technique for risk management and public 
protection. (p. 35) 
 

Recent desistance scholarship demonstrates that merely focusing on individual 

transformation is not enough. It compels us to “develop models, policies and 

practices that attend not just to ‘correctional’ processes aimed at individual 

transformation, but to moral reparation (or restoration), judicial rehabilitation 

and social re/integration too” (Graham & McNeill, forthcoming 2018, p. 15).  

 

The new desistance perspective begs an exploration of diversity, especially in 

relation to gendered structural contexts of crime and desistance. Although most 

of this research, like most psychology and criminology, has been built upon and 

has privileged men’s experiences, there is scholarship that is gender-informed. 

The next chapter narrows the focus of my review to explore literature that is 

pertinent to understanding how best to assist women offenders.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

ASSISTING WOMEN OFFENDERS 
 

 

Introduction 

 
There has been increasing awareness of the gendered nature of pathways to crime 

(Daly, 1992) and the challenges of providing effective and appropriate services for 

women offenders that will meet their rehabilitation needs (Bartels & Gaffney, 2011; 

Pearce, 2007). Over the last few years an emerging literature has highlighted the 

inadequacy of simply adapting programs developed for male offender populations 

for delivery to women (Blanchette & Brown, 2006; Godin & Kendall, 2009; Hollin & 

Palmer, 2006; Lart et al., 2008; Pearce, 2007; Trotter, McIvor, & Sheehan, 2012). 

This literature has asserted that while women offenders’ intervention needs may 

overlap those of their male counterparts, they are nonetheless different from, and 

in many ways more complex than, the needs of male offenders (Trotter, McIvor & 

Sheehan, 2006), requiring “a shift from ‘What works?’ to ‘What works with 

women?’” (Godin & Kendall 2009, p. 63).  Even if certain factors appear to be 

associated with both male and female offending, how they intersect with offending 

may be different, reflecting gendered experiences, motivations and opportunities 

(Shaw & Hannah-Moffat, 2004). The gender-specific needs of women offenders in 

areas such as mental and physical health, parenting responsibilities, childhood and 

adulthood victimisation, low self-esteem and self-efficacy, self-harm, and family 

relationships and domestic violence (Blanchette, 2002, Van Voorhis et al., 2008), 

together with gender differences in learning and communication styles (Blanchette 

& Brown, 2006) and reintegration needs (Garcia, 2016) have demanded a rethink 

of interventions for women offenders.  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to review our current knowledge concerning the 

rehabilitation endeavour in relation to women offenders and explore the potential 

of theatre as a medium for assisting women offenders towards desistance from 

crime. In Chapter Two, I compared risk-based rehabilitation theories with what 
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some commentators have termed the ‘new desistance framework’ (Daly & 

Marchetti, 2017), which emphasise the development of offenders’ strengths. This 

chapter reviews the relevance of this literature to the development gender-

responsive interventions for women offenders. Although the call for gender-

responsive interventions has not yet been taken up to any substantial degree by 

those writing in the area of primary secondary and tertiary desistance, a review of 

this literature does reveal its relevance to assisting women to move away from 

crime. I then move to reviewing the prison theatre literature pertaining to working 

with incarcerated women and discuss the way change is understood in this 

literature. 

 

Risk and Need in Relation to Women Offenders 

 
Female offenders engage in different types of crime from male offenders (Daly, 

1992) or for different reasons (Belknap, 2007; Wright et al., 2012), or play 

different roles to men when engaged in similar crimes (Bloom et al., 2004). Female 

and male prisoners differ in the nature and the seriousness of the offences for 

which they are incarcerated (Van Voorhis et al., 2010). Females tend to engage in 

fewer violence or drug-related incidents whilst incarcerated (Farr, 2000) and pose 

less threat of escape (Hardyman & Van Vorrhis, 2004). There is increasing support 

for the notion that female prisoners are largely non-violent drug and property 

offenders who pose substantially less threat to institutional safety when compared 

with male prisoners (Rettinger & Andrews, 2010; Smith, Cullen & Latessa, 2009).  

The breadth and complexity of the needs of women offenders does not sit easily 

within the standard risk-needs assessment framework. For women, criminogenic 

needs appear nested within other needs, such as skills and education, identity, 

mental health, trauma, victimisation and empowerment, and relationship and 

community integration. What might be considered ‘soft targets’ in addressing 

men’s recidivism are, for women, linked both directly and indirectly to their risk of 

reoffence. Wright, Van Voorhis, Salisbury, and Bauman (2009) have argued that 

addressing the needs of females requires a departure from targeting antisocial 

attitudes, criminal associates, personality factors, and criminal history – 
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considered the ‘big four’ criminogenic needs (see Andrews & Bonta, 2010). 

Similarly, Social Learning Theory (which underpins the RNR model) can be used to 

explain male criminal behaviour but does not adequately explain female 

criminality (Holtfreter, & Cupp, 2007; Morash, 1999; Reisig et al., 2006). Although 

Andrews and his colleagues have argued that a risk-need-responsivity approach 

remains appropriate for women when gender is conceptualised as a specific 

responsivity factor, others have argued for a reformulated gender-informed 

approach (see Blanchette & Brown, 2006) in which gender is brought to the 

forefront of offender rehabilitation and strengths are considered equal to the 

notion of risk. 

Strengths-based Approaches to Intervention with 

Incarcerated Women  

 
As outlined in the previous chapter, a body of literature has broadly argued that 

simply targeting deficit and managing risk will not automatically prompt positive 

human development, and that rehabilitation must also focus on enhancing positive 

capabilities rather than just suppressing dysfunctional ones. Woldgabreal, Day and 

Ward (2016) demonstrate that offenders who reported higher levels of 

psychological flexibility, general self-efficacy, optimism, and hope were more likely 

to comply with mandated supervision obligations and less likely to engage in 

technical violations, fresh criminal charges, or face reconviction and return to 

prison. Although not arguing for a gendered approach to intervention, this 

emphasis on strengths aligns with those aspects considered important in the 

rehabilitation of women offenders (see Blanchette & Brown, 2006; Bloom et al., 

2005; Morash et al., 1998; Schram & Morash, 2002; van Deiten, 2008; van Wormer, 

2010). In many ways strengths-based approaches to rehabilitation encapsulate the 

essence of an ideal women’s rehabilitation framework. 

  

For many women offenders, multiple coexisting complex needs such as 

relationship difficulties, substance use, trauma, and so on, create challenges for 

their rehabilitation. Programs targeting such deficits are unlikely to be effective 

due to the interactions of these needs and the central component of low self-

efficacy in women offenders. A more appropriate goal for programs is to identify 
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and develop strengths. This shifts the focus from targeting problems to identifying 

the multiple issues with which a woman must contend, and the coping strategies 

she might adopt.  

 

Strengths-based approaches claim that women offenders have resources such as 

skills, capabilities, interests, positive character traits, even perseverance and hope, 

that can be utilised in assisting them to move away from crime. Increasingly, 

strengths are being acknowledged as possible mediators of women’s reoffending.  

Blanchette and Brown have found “… a good possibility that women’s 

strengths/capabilities could serve as protective factors and thus increase 

desistance” (2006, p. 52). Maguire and Raynor (2006) have argued that by focusing 

on the potential for offenders to contribute positively to society, strengths-based 

approaches offer greater hope of public acceptance and successful reintegration. 

Brown and Ross (2010) have illustrated this in their research on mentoring 

women prisoners on release, demonstrating how positive interaction with 

members of the community aids desistance.  

 

In their 2012 review, Wright and colleagues assert: “the missions of women’s 

prisons should more closely align with a rehabilitative, rather than punitive, 

orientation” (p. 1617). They argue for a gender-responsive approach to 

assessment, intervention and staff training. Trotter, Sheehan and McIvor (2006) 

have shown that women respond to those staff who are relationship and strengths-

focused rather than those who focus on deficit. This has important implications for 

effective engagement with women and emphasises the potential of strengths-

based and relationship-based approaches that focus on those things that make 

offenders’ lives meaningful and foster the changes that offenders make for 

themselves as they mature. In line with this, Katherine von Wormer (2010) has 

outlined a gender-sensitive framework for working with female offenders that is 

strengths-based, incorporating elements of motivational enhancement and 

restorative justice.  
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Desistance as a Framework for Working with Women 

 

A potential response to the call for a strengths-based paradigm in developing 

gender-appropriate interventions for women offenders are those approaches 

grounded in the new desistance framework: that is, those interventions which 

refocus our attention on the importance of developing women’s psychological and 

social assets in order to resist crime.  

 

A 2016 systematic review of 44 studies on female desistance (Rodermond 

Kruttschnitt, Slotboom, & Bijleveld, 2016) found that in general, male-based 

theories of desistance also seem applicable to females. They found gender 

differences in certain factors that contribute to desistance and to the meaning that 

is given to these factors. Developing a sense of agency was repeatedly found to be a 

significant factor for women’s desistance. The reviewers highlighted the 

importance of interventions that encourage the development of agency and the 

cognitive shifts necessary to develop the motivation to stop offending. They found 

that narrative transformation played an important role and that “new perspectives 

on life contributed to women moving away from crime. … The desire to become 

another person was sometimes strengthened by a psychological process during 

which women realised that the life they had been living was not good for them” 

and that “many women indicated that feeling capable and motivated to change 

actually helped them in their efforts to desist” (p. 22). Their findings also reinforce 

the importance of quality supportive relationships for women’s desistance, noting 

that “all in all, women appeared to benefit more from family factors, while men 

were influenced more by employment and peer factors” (p. 22).  

 

In their 2002 exploration of gender and desistance, Giordano et al. found that 

changes in cognitive processes, language and identity against a backdrop of pro-

social inclusion seem to be most relevant in understanding desistance in women. 

This is supported by McIvor (2016) who has shown that desistance was less fragile 

in those women who were invested in meaningful relationships and had a more 

profound sense of a changed identity that was incompatible with a continued 

engagement with crime.   
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Although applications of the new desistance framework to women have not yet 

been fully articulated, distinguishing between primary, secondary and tertiary 

aspects of desistance offers a way of viewing women offenders’ desistance 

processes that holds particular relevance to this thesis. A close reading of the 

scholarship on gender and desistance enables a useful distinction to be made 

between desistance factors that pertain to women’s behaviour embedded within 

women’s pathways to crime (what I do to deal with situations positively), women’s 

pro-social identity formation (knowing I am the sort of person that has the 

capacity to cope with these situations), and women offenders’ place in their 

community (knowing that I belong in a meaningful way to a community that 

supports this pro-social identity). Based on this literature, primary, secondary and 

tertiary desistence-oriented interventions can be developed. 

 

For primary desistance, behaviour is the target: that is, the act of staying away 

from crime. Targeting primary desistance involves moving the offender along the 

road to an offence-free period, with some focus on shifting the person towards 

readiness for change through an increased awareness of their offence-related 

needs, attitudes and behaviours. For women this also involves interventions that 

enable reflection upon the pathways that led to their conviction: those aspects of a 

woman’s lived experience which we know contribute to her offending, such as 

mental and physical health problems, poverty, parenting responsibilities, 

childhood and adulthood victimisation, low self-esteem and self-efficacy, self-harm, 

and family relationships and domestic violence. However, as a strengths-based 

perspective, the new desistance framework also supports identifying and exploring 

those strengths an incarcerated woman already possesses that may assist her to 

resist criminality. These include those positive aspects of herself and her life that 

are perhaps underdeveloped, but nevertheless present, that can enable her to 

acknowledge alternative possibilities for action. Following King’s (2013) 

conceptualisation of primary desistance, assisting women to move towards 

readiness for change by working through ambivalence would also assist. 
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For secondary desistance, pro-social identity formation is the target. Targeting 

secondary desistance involves supporting within-person changes at the level of 

identity and cognition (see Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 2001). Such changes lead 

to the development of agency and generativity (Maruna, 2001), both of which are 

underpinned by and dependent upon the development of hope (Lebel, Burnett, 

Maruna, & Bushway, 2008). Snyder et al. (1991) define hope as ‘the perception of 

successful agency related to goals’ and ‘the perceived availability of successful 

pathways related to goals’: when a woman sees herself as a capable agent, she 

begins to believe there are ways to achieve her goals, and further, that she is 

capable of achieving them. Rumgay (2004) describes women’s processes of 

desistance as emergent from opportunities to craft an alternative, desired and 

socially approved personal identity. She suggests that social identities that may 

already present themselves (e.g., mother, tertiary student, community worker) can 

assist in this process by providing a ‘script’ by which women can enact a 

conventional pro-social role. A woman’s perception of the accessibility of such 

scripts (could that be me? could I do that?), determines her confidence in her ability 

to enact that script successfully. Practice and opportunity provide hope for 

successful enactment. Helping women offenders craft an alternative narrative by 

providing a scaffold for exploring these identities, social roles and social scripts, 

can assist them to rewrite, protect and maintain a developing pro-social identity.  

 

As proposed by McNeill (2014, 2016; Graham & McNeill, forthcoming 2018), 

tertiary desistence targets the interaction between the offender and her 

community. The aim of intervention is for the offender to feel a sense of belonging 

to her community, and for her community to develop acceptance and hope for the 

possibility of renewal.  

Since identity is socially constructed and negotiated, securing long term 
change depends not just on how one sees oneself but also on how one is 
seen by others, and on how one sees one’s place in society. Putting it more 
simply, desistance is a social process as much as a personal one. (McNeill & 
Schinkel, 2016, p. 608) 

 

For women, desistance at these three levels best occurs in what Katherine Fox 

(2015, p. 82) has called a “shared moral space”: a space of community engagement 
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that enables women to develop a sense of belonging and meaning. This resonates 

with the social constructionist notion of the “relational self” (Gergen, 1991), a self-

construction that does not occur within individuals but “within the general 

communicative commotion of everyday life” (Shotter & Gergen, 1989, p. 133). 

Gergen argues that “the invitation for one construction as opposed to another is, 

after all, issued from the social surrounds; and the fate of this construction is also 

determined by other persons. … One’s potentials are only realized because there 

are others to support and sustain them; one has an identity only because it is 

permitted by the social rituals of which one is part” (Gergen, 1991, p. 157). 

Similarly, and more pertinently in the case of women, Carol Gilligan, in her 

exploration of women’s moral engagement, finds women’s identity existing in a 

web of relationships held together by bonds of caring. “In all of the women’s 

descriptions, identity is combined in a context of relationship” (Gilligan, 1982, p. 

138). 

Prison Theatre with Incarcerated Women  

 
Despite the ubiquity of prison theatre, and an increasing literature regarding this 

practice (Cheliotis, 2014), little documentation of prison theatre with 

incarcerated women exists. What does exist is largely descriptive or grey 

literature, with little peer-reviewed scholarship that presents theoretical or 

evaluative research, and certainly none that makes the link to reducing women’s 

criminality. Reflections on practice largely constitute the bulk of the published 

literature (for example Charlebois, 2011; Clark, 2004; Dworin, 2011; Gladstone & 

McLewin, 1998; Jinks, 2011; Palidofsky, 2011; Taylor, 2011; Trounstine, 2011; 

Weaver, 2009; Wilcox, 2011). Overall, the intention of this body of applied theatre 

work with incarcerated women is instrumental. However, there is an avoidance of 

theories relevant either to women’s pathways to incarceration or to assisting 

women to move away from crime. A significant portion of the literature provides 

anodyne accounts of transformation, renewal and redemption, with little discussion 

of what these terms might mean. In addition, despite writings that claim shifts in 

women offenders’ empowerment (Taylor, 2011), self-making (Billone, 2009), self-

and-world creation (Woodland, 2016), institutional transformation (McKean, 

2007), and community belonging (McKean, 2007; Clark, 2004), no connection is 
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made between these factors and women’s offending, due to the lack of theoretical 

bridging between these factors and the relevant body of knowledge regarding 

reducing crime. Few evaluative studies exist (an exception is Nugent & Loucks, 

2011); however some, such as Gladstone and McLewin (1998) 

and Hughes (1998) reflect upon critical questions regarding the practice of applied 

theatre with women offenders. 

 

Change is not necessarily confined to individual change alone. Another body of 

work proposes an applied theatre with incarcerated women, which has 

instrumental intent, but with social or political reform as its target for intervention. 

Building upon applied theatre’s roots in political community theatre, this 

important literature proposes a theatre with women offenders as a vehicle for 

radical resistance, social justice or institutional reform (see Clark, 2004; 

McAvinchy, 2006; Billone, 2009; Weaver, 2009) and views women offenders as 

artists claiming their citizenship. Clark (2004) for instance, argues for a theatre 

that seeks women’s emancipation; McAvinchy (2006) reflects upon a project that 

addresses human rights of women in prison; Billone (2009) describes how The 

Medea Project (see http://themedeaproject.weebly.com) “challenges the racialized, 

classed, gendered, and sexualized constructions of sovereign selfhood and 

bounded individuality” that seeks to subvert “the neoliberal ideology of the 

contemporary penal–welfare system” (p. 273); and Weaver (2009) discusses the 

possibilities for theatre with incarcerated women to effect small institutional 

changes by shifting attitudes of staff and audiences towards women offenders.  

 

Applied theatre practice situated within a broader social justice frame seeks to 

assist women offenders to shift their status from prisoner to social commentator 

or social activist, thereby indirectly encouraging the participants’ agency and a 

sense of belonging to the broader community (Billone, 2009). The theorising of this 

type of change has not yet really been done; that is, the argument has been 

forwarded but there is little research that dissects how these important changes 

might occur in prison theatre practice with women. Whilst some of this literature 

suggests prison theatre necessarily buttresses an ineffective penal system and 

neglects the social factors that contribute to incarceration, there is an equal 
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argument for prison theatre as a catalyst for systemic change (see Cheliotis, 2014 

for a balanced commentary on this issue). This thesis argues for a model of change 

that theorises how a reflexive prison theatre might assist incarcerated women on 

their desistance journey and in so doing also contribute to this broader goal of 

social justice.  

 

Some literature echoes the affect/effect dichotomy proposed by Thompson (2009) 

to reinforce the aesthetic/instrumental divide, implying that attempts to theorise 

the application of theatre to women offenders’ rehabilitation or to desistance from 

crime in some way necessitates a neglect of the aesthetic value of the work 

(Woodland, 2016; Clark, 2004). However, under scrutiny, this literature seems 

somewhat confused. For instance, Clark (2004) claims that the work of Somebody’s 

Daughter Theatre Company is a purely creative pursuit with women who happen to 

be prisoners, yet at the same time she describes the company’s restorative and 

emancipatory outcomes. Similarly, Woodland (2016) in writing about her theatre 

work with women offenders argues that by seeking rehabilitative goals, “the 

dynamic flow of aesthetic experience risks becoming dammed up into a stagnant 

pool of instrumentalism” (p. 233), despite advocating for a process of “poetic 

renewal” which aids “good living” (p. 229). In so doing, these commentaries aspire 

to change, yet they disclaim a link with how we understand that change to work in 

assisting these particular women, whilst also falling into the conceptual trap of 

constructing an aesthetic-instrumental divide. This, however, need not be 

inevitable when addressing the importance of the aesthetic dimension of the work. 

Indeed, some explorations, such as Bottoms (2010), avoid this trap. Bottoms 

examines the rationale behind Geese Theatre’s key aesthetic choices for Journey 

Woman, a play devised to initiate a week-long rehabilitative theatre program for 

female prisoners, in which he stitches aesthetic choices taken by Geese Theatre to 

research literature that is pertinent to the rehabilitation of female offenders. In so 

doing he shows how the chosen aesthetic is well tailored to meet the needs of the 

shows’ audience of incarcerated women. Like O’Connor and Anderson (2015), this 

thesis argues that applied theatre has come far enough to “reject the false binary of 

aesthetic versus instrumentalism, and recognise that both are totally and 

completely entwined” (p. 34). 
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Further to this issue is the question of what constitutes a relevant body of 

knowledge in theorising how applied theatre assists women offenders’ change. I 

argue that whilst our practice aims to provide women offenders with opportunities 

for an embodied, aesthetic experience, and this is indeed inherent in our medium, 

if our theorising neglects to address the very reasons why women are incarcerated, 

be it systemic or psychological, it fails to truly assist them. Further I would add that 

within our conceptualisation of change we must account for how the aesthetic 

dimension is linked to such changes we are seeking. In this way we avoid 

constructing a false dichotomy between the aesthetic and the instrumental. My 

argument is that without conceptualising change in terms of what is already 

known to assist incarcerated women, we risk a practice that becomes aimless, 

unreliable or irrelevant to the women it is purporting to assist. If prison theatre is 

to assist change it must theorise how. 

 

Conclusion 

 
There has been a significant increase in the number of women in Australian 

prisons, a situation that is not unique to Australia (Stathopoulos et al., 2012). 

Internationally, the rate of female imprisonment is also increasing (Corston, 2007; 

Gelsthorpe, 2010; Martin, Kautt, & Gelsthorpe, 2009). Women often enter prison 

extremely disadvantaged, particularly in relation to mental health, re-victimisation, 

socio-economic status, educational attainment, substance abuse, and being sole 

carers for dependent children. These outcomes are in part the consequence of past 

histories of abuse or assault. In addition, penal environments are designed and 

built with an ethos of power and control and are often re-traumatising for female 

offenders with a sexual abuse victimisation history (Easteal, 2001; Stathopoulos et 

al., 2012).  

 

Applied theatre needs to be paying attention to this broader structural picture that 

views women as located in the multiple discourses of gender, race, and class, and 

the ways in which penal environments play a role in maintaining hegemony. These 

are worthy discussions and provide the background against which our theorising 
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of individual change must rest. Indeed prison theatre may well intervene at this 

level in some contexts and seek to make power relations visible, and would thus be 

required to theorise that change accordingly. This thesis seeks the more modest 

goal of theorising personal change for incarcerated women through theatre; 

however, by drawing upon theories of primary, secondary and tertiary desistance 

it also moves beyond a focus on psychological change to the level of the social, 

moral and political (McNeill, 2012) thereby incorporating these important 

structural factors.  

 

Assisting incarcerated women requires working within a gender-responsive 

framework (Covington & Bloom, 2006) that takes into account women's 

gendered pathways to offending and their gendered needs. Such an approach 

accounts for the prevalence and impact of trauma within this population and 

recognises that respect and safety are key to women’s readiness for change. It 

also acknowledges that women’s relational needs are paramount to their 

desistance and that opportunities need to be made for incarcerated women to 

create healthy and respectful relationships. It requires a strengths-based 

approach rather than one that focuses on risk, offending or deficit. 

 

For prison theatre this has several implications. By calling on our practice to 

address and catalyse change, we are claiming our work as an ethical act, 

embedded within a larger social context, where we are seeking to ameliorate 

suffering and restore dignity. If our theatre practice seeks to assist incarcerated 

women, then it needs to relate to the very factors that are a feature of the 

suffering that these women experience. Therefore, an informed praxis is one 

where such contextual factors are consciously considered in the development of 

the work and reflected upon during the process.  

 

Whether at the level of the political, the social or the individual, a relevant theory 

of change will identify the ways in which prison theatre is making a difference in 

the lives of incarcerated women. Theorising women’s prison theatre using a new 

desistance framework has the potential to enable activities that target all three 

levels of change. It makes room for our practice to become that ‘shared moral 
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space’ that aids the de-labeling process by focusing on the women’s other 

attributes beyond their criminality. This thesis proposes a Model of Change that 

is anchored in the new desistance framework, whilst analysing the ways in which 

our unique embodied and aesthetic medium contributes to this process. In so 

doing it provides a relevant and gender-responsive theory of the process of 

change for applied theatre within settings with incarcerated women.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE METHODOLOGICAL FRAME 
 
 

Introduction 

 
Thus far, this thesis has framed an argument for an intentional prison theatre 

practice that values both aesthetic sensibility and instrumental relevance. It has 

explored the context of this work through a critical review of the rehabilitation 

endeavour and its application to incarcerated women, providing a rationale for 

the utility of strength-based theories of women’s desistance from crime.   

 

This chapter examines the methodological implications of applying this frame to a 

practical project within a real world context. First, it methodologically positions 

my research as multidisciplinary. It highlights the ways in which both arts 

research and critical social science research have converged, teasing out the 

methodological implications for prison theatre research, and reasserting the 

importance of theorising change. Second, it establishes the particular ontological 

and epistemological assumptions that frame my research, specifically its 

interpretive, reflexive nature and the spiralling relationship between action, 

reflection and theory. Third, this chapter outlines the strategies and methods 

used to generate the resulting model of change. The chapter concludes with some 

ethical considerations. 

 

Methodological Considerations 

 
The Convergence of Social Science and Theatre Research  

 
For some years now there has been a shift within the social sciences to adopt a 

wider variety of research methods that are more appropriate to many of the 

research questions being asked within these disciplines and to the contexts in 

which social and psychological research occurs (Smith, Harré, & Van 
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Langenhove, 1995). Qualitative methodology has become accepted in those 

instances where enquiry exists in real world contexts; where social interaction, 

language or situated action is the focus of study, where experience or meaning is 

to be understood, or where a collective or reflective research practice is desired. 

Moving from the formalisation of method to a focus on the practices and politics 

of interpretation (Denzin, 2001), such research in these disciplines has become 

linked with a specific attitude based on researcher openness and reflexivity.  

 

Both the ‘turn to language’ (Rorty, 1967), which has been so influential in these 

shifts within the social sciences (Parker, 1989; Potter & Wetherall, 1987; Shotter, 

1995), and more recent moves to the ‘performative turn’ (Gergen & Gergen, 

2011; Jones, 2006; Conquergood, 1998), have seen increasingly close 

collaborations between the social sciences and the performing arts. The use of 

linguistic, narrative and performative modes of research practice have attempted 

to break down traditional realist forms of representation by highlighting the 

active and aesthetic qualities of human action. Arts-based approaches are 

increasingly being employed when conducting research in scholarly settings 

(Ackroyd & O’Toole, 2010; Barone, 2002; Belliveau, 2006; Conrad, 2004; 

Diamond = Mullen [sic], 2000; Donmoyer & Yennie-Donmoyer, 2009; Saldana, 

2003; White & Belliveau, 2010). What constitutes research is also under 

question, and as sociologist Kip Jones has observed, “the current emerging 

synthesis of the arts and social sciences presents challenges to the 

methodological-philosophical foundations of knowledge” (Jones, 2006, p. 67). 

These modes of research, as Ken and Mary Gergen have argued, “are not 

declarations of what is the case, so much as invitations to consider this way of 

seeing the world” challenging “the distinctions between science/art, serious/play, 

and truth/imagination” (Gergen & Gergen, 2011, p. 5).  

 

From within theatre studies, the rise of applied theatre as a theatre of change has 

brought theatre research closer to the intentions of a critically engaged social 

science. With its roots in the radical European theatre of Ibsen, Chekhov and 

Brecht, the political theatre of the 1960s and 70s (Ackroyd, 2001; Prentki & 

Preston, 2009) and the participatory and politicised work of Augusto Boal’s 
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Theatre of the Oppressed (Boal, 1985), applied theatre has emerged as a 

discipline which can be understood as “a kind of shorthand to describe forms of 

dramatic activity that primarily exist outside conventional mainstream theatre 

institutions and which are specifically intended to benefit individuals, 

communities and societies” (Nicholson, 2014, p. 2).  

 

It is not surprising then that applied theatre, with its social focus, has turned to 

the methodologies of the social sciences, and has taken on board some of the 

shifts and movements that have been part of the history of social enquiry. This 

has ranged from the use of more traditional methods such as psychometric 

measures (e.g., Poole, 1996, cited in Thompson, 2003, p. 98), and ethnographic 

studies (e.g., Saldana, 2003), to more radical evolutions of action research 

models (e.g., Thompson, 2003, O’Connor & Anderson, 2015).  

 

Some applied theatre scholars are moving beyond drama and theatre as the 

object of enquiry, or even as the means to disseminate knowledge, to a more 

radical position of theatre as research method. These scholars are exploring 

theatre’s potential to generate data/knowledges. Thompson has persuasively 

argued for an epistemology and methodology of applied theatre that draws on 

action research, yet allows for the unique contribution of the performative turn. 

His methodology, Theatre Action Research (2003), acknowledges the potential 

for theatre as both object and method, with its value lying in the ‘social energy’ 

derived from the unpredictable, embodied and ‘in the moment’ qualities of the 

theatrical process (Thompson, 2003, p. 150). He forwards the case for an 

intentionally reflective and yet open-ended form of enquiry, in which the 

generation and dissemination of knowledge is collaborative, embodied and 

deliberately aesthetic.  

 

O’Connor and Anderson (2015) have also argued for applied theatre that is both 

a site for research and a methodology. Their approach to research practice, 

termed Applied Theatre as Research (ATAR), is motivated by the creation of 

theatre and the performance of political and cultural resistance, acknowledges 
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the multidimensionality of human experience, and enables ‘critical hope’. In a 

project that uses ATAR to evaluate an indigenous youth program, O’Connor and 

Anderson (2015) demonstrate the use of the resources of theatre to generate 

knowledge that can be analysed using dramatic means to interrogate human 

experience.  

 

There is, then, an interesting communion of performative social science and 

applied theatre research that privileges “an aesthetic of knowledge transfer” 

(Jones, 2006, p. 67). Both research traditions propose, with varying emphases, 

the enriching possibilities of the generation, contestation, analysis, refinement 

and dissemination of knowledge through performative means. Both recognise 

that research is not a neutral process, and argue for a transparent, reflective, 

morally and politically engaged research practice. For applied theatre research 

and performative social enquiry, research practice is a democratic and accessible 

process, translating research-generated knowledge into an ‘embodied 

vernacular’ and locating it within the aesthetics of human living.  

 
The Methodological Dilemma for Prison Theatre 

 

This performative turn in research practice has added to the difficulties 

highlighted in Chapter One, namely prison theatre’s acceptance within the 

correctional sphere. The demands on prison theatre to demonstrate its impact 

on offending behaviour or on the culture of prisons are strong. Within the 

current climate of correctional management, especially in Australia, N.Z., U.K., 

and Canada, evidence-based program evaluation is expected (Heseltine, Sarre & 

Day, 2011), and thus far prison theatre research has not sufficiently developed 

methodologies congruent with these expectations.  

 

There have been few examples within the prison theatre literature that have 

moved beyond the use of personal reflection or anecdote to make claims of 

transformation. Banõs Smith has argued that drama programs are often held up 

as change agents when the evidence does not exist for such change, maintaining 

that “reports discuss change, but these claims are not substantiated; in some 

cases comments are overly generic and unreferenced” (Smith, 2006, p. 170). 
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Those evaluation efforts that have been attempted have largely focused on how 

theatre in prisons impacts factors such as personal relationships, communication 

skills or self-esteem without referencing how these factors influence offending 

behaviour. Jenny Hughes’ (2005) review of research and practice, for example, 

makes the point that, whilst there is anecdotal evidence that points to the 

rehabilitative potential of prison theatre, there is a lack of substantial evidence to 

support this: “It is important to be able to reveal an association between arts 

interventions and …  reconviction outcomes, the primary challenge for the arts in 

the criminal justice sector is to explain this link” (p. 10).  

 

Despite the demand for this research, there is very little discussion of the 

methodologies that might be employed to understand the impact of prison 

theatre. The nature of correctional research that is appropriate to arts-based 

projects, and especially to theatre-based projects that also have social policy 

goals, is yet to be fully realised. As criminologists Parkes and Bilby have argued:  

… courage is needed to develop and maintain creative responses when working 
with prisoners just as methodological variety is necessary to capture and 
evaluate those approaches and the ‘transformative effects’ they can have. … To 
consider the effect of artistic and spiritual endeavour [in prisons] means to 
theorise these concepts, the practice and the outcomes, and to consider their 
relationships with the traditional forms of intervention in prisons aimed at 
altering offenders’ behaviour. (Parkes & Bilby, 2010, p. 106)  

 

 

Despite applied theatre’s ‘disciplinary inheritance’ of a distrust of evaluation 

methodologies imported from other disciplines (O’Connor & Anderson, 2015, p. 

44) together with a history of reluctance to develop and systematise its own 

evaluation methodologies (see Etherton & Prentki, 2006, p. 144), some applied 

theatre scholars are now urging the discipline to recognise the value of research 

that addresses applied theatre as an agent of change and bravely develop this 

area of scholarship, albeit within a performative epistemology (see O’Connor & 

Anderson, 2015). If prison theatre researchers are to address this problem, they 

will need to contribute both conceptually and methodologically, to expand upon 

the notion of evaluation within the offender rehabilitation sector, and reflect “on 

both the ideological and methodological difficulties of seeking to evaluate artistic 

… activities” (Parkes & Bilby, p. 97). According to Parkes and Bilby, prison 
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theatre researchers and practitioners need to develop the “courage to create” (p. 

97), and challenge “both researchers and policy makers to consider a more 

democratic and empowering approach to evaluation which will require the 

courage to move beyond what may be politically acceptable” (p. 98). O’Connor 

and Anderson have argued more generally for applied theatre research to 

embrace methodological complexity. “Dichotomising research strategies will not 

assist our ongoing viability as a field. ...The challenge to innovate in relation to 

research is for us to understand and engage with traditional research 

methodologies where they are useful and appropriate and work more 

innovatively and creatively at developing our own responses and our own 

language in research” (O’Connor & Anderson, 2015, p. 44). 

 
Theorising Change 

 
Nevertheless, there has been little heed taken of Parkes and Bilbe’s call “to 

theorise these concepts, the practice and the outcomes and to consider their 

relationships with the traditional forms of intervention in prisons aimed at 

altering offenders’ behaviour” (Parkes & Bilby, 2010, p. 106). This is a call to 

theorise how change happens. Theories of aesthetics or affective impact that do 

not connect prison theatre practice with the central concern for offenders, 

namely those factors that have led to their incarceration and the suffering that 

ensues, however alluring, do little to inform practice and policy. For prison 

theatre to rely on such theories to explain how offenders change is an exercise 

that bears little substance, no matter how fine the intention or beautiful the view.  

 

As applied theatre researchers, O’Connor and Anderson have declared: “The 

growth of our field in breadth and depth is only sustainable if we can look the 

difficult questions of community change and effectiveness in the eyes and 

attempt in our own small way to describe how we make a contribution. … This 

kind of praxis, born of the connection between theory, research and practice 

provides the opportunity for growth and development in our sometimes under-

theorized field” (2015, p. 46). This thesis takes seriously this call of O’Connor and 

Anderson for a kind of praxis that connects theory, research and practice. It is 

also positioned as contributing to the conceptual, theoretical and practical work 
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that Parkes and Bilby suggest should precede outcome research; providing a 

theoretical argument for the legitimacy of theatre-based work with offenders, its 

relationship to traditional forms of intervention, and an exploration of its 

worthiness for further development and evaluation. This thesis argues that in 

order to develop practice which is more likely to be beneficial, sustainable and 

accountable, prison theatre requires the conceptual work that provides such a 

platform: it requires the articulation of theories of change in the context of 

theatre programs. 

 

Put simply, theories of change explain how and why an initiative works. They 

provide the foundation for hypothesized pathways to impact, and lay the 

consequent groundwork for evaluation. Change, however, comes in different 

guises, and how one thinks about change can determine how it is theorised. In its 

strictest form, ‘Theory of Change’ (ToC) methodology (Clarke & Taplin, 2012) is a 

realist approach to program design and evaluation, seeking to make explicit the 

mechanisms underlying a program in order to provide a causal explanation of 

what might be occurring. However, when change is theorised as more fluid, 

pervasive and continuous, it becomes better understood as an emergent 

phenomenon. This perspective understands change as apparent yet ongoing, one 

that is best captured in snapshots of experience, and is understood as unfinished. 

It is in this way, congruent with the new desistance framework, that this thesis 

conceptualises change. 

 

In addition, both Parkes and Bilbe as criminologists, and O’Connor and Anderson 

as applied theatre researchers, acknowledge the particularity of artistic practice, 

and the need to develop theoretical understandings of prison theatre that pay 

heed to the centrality of the aesthetic in this work: those qualities that move and 

inspire both performers and audiences. This aesthetic sensibility calls for 

conceptualisations of prison theatre that are layered and nuanced and that do 

not neglect to account for the role of the affective in social and psychological 

change, acknowledging the political import of creating beauty and joy (O’Connor 

& Anderson, 2015) and the democratising effects of storytelling.  
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This thesis argues that theorising change as it occurs within the context of prison 

theatre provides a means by which we might better understand not just whether, 

but how and why such projects might be transformative; by showing which 

aspects of a complex process – that are at once instrumental and aesthetic – have 

the potential to assist the ongoing process of desistance from crime.  

 

Positioning the Research  

 

Epistemological Positioning 

 
Within the social sciences, a qualitative researcher does not merely apply a 

method, but works from within an approach, by establishing one’s ontological 

and epistemological assumptions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Such an approach to 

research emphasises the importance of achieving consistency between methods 

and their underlying assumptions. To this end, my research can be considered to 

be falling broadly within the hermeneutic tradition of an interpretive social 

science (Rabinow & Sullivan, 1979; Taylor, 1991), which seeks to understand 

shared personal meanings of experience and the interpretation of human action 

(or language in its broadest sense), created within a cultural-historical context 

(Gadamer, 1975). Hermeneutic inquiry attends to ‘creative interpretation’ 

(Rossiter & Godderis, 2011), which explicitly allows for creative modes of 

engagement with data. “While the ultimate goal of hermeneutic inquiry is to 

uncover the meaning of experience and human understanding through 

interpretation, hermeneutics differs from other methodological approaches in its 

flexibility and commitment to methodology as a creative process” (Rossiter & 

Godderis, 2011, p. 673).  

 

The interpretive tradition of enquiry insists that we accept and embrace the 

realities of cultural, political, historical, interpersonal, and social worlds and see 

the particular against a background of an existing context. These constitute 

‘horizons of vision’ and in terms of this research, not only relate to the world of 

incarcerated women, but also to the contexts of the disciplines that frame the 

project. This point is important for this thesis, as the acknowledgement of the 
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‘fusion of horizons’ (Gadamer, 1975) – or what Denzin & Lincoln call a ‘blurring 

of genres’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) – in the coming together of disciplinary 

knowledge, is an essential aspect of the background against which my 

interpretations have been made. Inhabiting both the social sciences and the arts, 

the emerging theatre practice and the collected data have been interpreted 

against a fused background coloured by various traditions. As Gadamer (1975, p. 

290) has put it: “understanding is to be thought of less as a subjective act than as 

participating in an event of a tradition.” This thesis draws from and contributes 

to the traditions of both the social sciences and the arts.  

 

Similarly, interpretive research requires researchers to be aware of their own 

horizons of vision, and it is this reflexivity that is at the heart of the hermeneutic 

circle of understanding (Dreyfus & Wakefield, 1988). The hermeneutic circle is 

referred to in various ways within the ontological hermeneutic tradition (e.g., 

Heidegger, 1935/2008; Gadamer, 1975; Taylor 1985), but most versions remain 

a variant of the interplay between the particular and the whole. For the purposes 

of this thesis the notion of the hermeneutic circle is useful in providing a 

metaphor for a reflexive, interpretive stance; where we make sense of particular 

human action by reference to our field of enquiry, its socio-historical 

background, and the broader cultural and political world/s of that action, and in 

turn, our understanding of our field and of our world is expanded by our 

examination of that action.  

 
 
Methodological Positioning 

Reflexivity 

 
Methodologically, a reflexive stance highlights the importance of being fully 

aware of the implications of researcher/participant relations. This attempt to 

make explicit the process by which the material (data) and analysis are 

produced and the power relations between researcher and researched, are 

central to an informed enquiry. 
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Reflective practitioner research, as often utilised in applied or educational 

theatre research (P. Taylor, 1996), is concerned with documenting and 

understanding both the tacit and known knowledge base that enables, what 

Schön (1983) has termed, ‘reflection-in-action’ to occur. Reflection-in-action is 

that complex internal dialogue that the researcher-practitioner uses to 

interrogate immediate decisions and navigate changes within a complex 

context. Reflective practitioner research uses many of the tools of 

ethnographic research and arises from a similar understanding of how context 

shapes the behaviour of people. Both ethnographers and reflective 

practitioners attempt to understand what is happening in the experience as 

seen by the participants. Reflective practitioner research resonates with the 

artistic process: as Philip Taylor notes, “there is an attractiveness in reflective 

practitioner design because it honours the intuitive and emergent processes 

that inform artistic meaning-making” (P. Taylor, 1996, p. 28). 

 

For applied theatre researchers, moving beyond this concept of reflective 

practice to a reflexive stance – or the active role one takes in meaning 

construction – begs the question: How are my methods implicated in the 

knowledge that I am producing? When we consider that our selves are among 

our research instruments, informing our methods and helping to construct 

what we ‘know’, this is quite a far-ranging question. Feminist researcher, 

Wilkinson (1988) has articulated three aspects to reflexivity: personal, 

functional and disciplinary. Her conceptualisation is relevant to my approach 

to research, and worthy of expansion. 

 

‘Personal reflexivity’ involves acknowledging who you are as a researcher, 

how your personal interests and values influence the process of research. This 

centralises rather than denies the influence of the researcher’s life experience 

on the research. It invites reciprocity of influence, acknowledging that the 

research process may also change the researcher. This is no small matter. 

Applied projects that involve fieldwork (and especially applied theatre 

projects) have a level of engagement that requires constant monitoring. 

Without the development of critical awareness – the ability to empathise with 
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participants yet be aware of one’s own experiencing – we risk undermining 

the validity of our work. This is not dissimilar to a therapeutic stance, which 

requires a nuanced appreciation of the (often unconscious) dynamics of the 

interaction between client and therapist in order to achieve a resonance 

between objectivity and subjectivity. Methodologically, this requires an 

ongoing scrutiny of the interpersonal domain through reflection. 

 

Wilkinson defines ‘functional reflexivity’ as involving “continuous, critical 

examination of the practice/process of research to reveal its assumptions, 

values and biases” (1988, p. 495). Here, researcher role is examined, to chart 

the way it affects decision-making, the research process, and material 

outcomes in the field. In addition, an interrogation of our influence, as 

researchers, on both participants and processes, alerts us to how power 

relations are being negotiated within the research context. This is particularly 

relevant to this thesis, where the facilitator/director of the rehearsal and 

devising process is also the researcher. How one invokes responses within the 

workshop, develops the devising process, and makes artistic decisions, not 

only affects the artistic performance but also the experience of the 

participants (and therefore much of the data of interest). According to DuBois 

(1983, p. 111), “the knower is part of the matrix of what is known”, and 

acknowledging the central position of the researcher to what is or can be 

known allows for a transparency of interpretation. Keeping reflective journals, 

notes, diagrams, and so forth therefore becomes more than personal 

reflection on the drama process: these tools become conduits for 

interpretation that in turn shape the enquiry.  

 

The feminist research tradition has alerted qualitative researchers to the 

centrality of discussions of power, subjectivity and political commitment in 

research (Banister et al., 1994). This tradition makes us aware of the need for 

sensitivity to power relationships within research practice and the imperative 

for vigilance around researcher relations. As Wilkinson suggests: “the 

committed feminist researcher could extend his or her reflexive analysis by 

means of a continuous monitoring of his or her own role within the research 
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relationship … making a self-conscious attempt to delineate as fully as 

possible the forms and processes of his or her influence” (p. 493). Mindful 

feminist praxis is achieved when the researcher acknowledges the part that 

multiple roles and power dynamics play in maintaining rapport and an 

environment of safety, equanimity and respect. Participant safety is tied to the 

researcher’s awareness of the inherent and various power differentials 

between researcher and participant, between participant and institution, and 

between participants themselves. In this project, I am researcher (interviewer, 

interpreter, writer), group facilitator, and director. I am also woman, 

community member, psychologist, academic, teacher, theatre-maker, PhD 

candidate – other. In addition, the complete institution of the prison is an 

environment where power differentials are apparent at many levels of 

interaction and are both overt and covert. 

 

Within a feminist research tradition, participant safety is also tied to the 

encouragement of agency. Participants are in charge of their own degree of 

disclosure, have the option to disengage from participation in any activity at 

any stage, and to disagree with or add to interpretations made by the 

facilitator. Similarly, a democratic approach within the dramatic process 

allows participants ownership of artistic choice and artistic product, where 

participants feel the necessary safety to vigorously contribute to artistic 

decision-making. For incarcerated women who are in many ways ‘voiceless’, 

encouraging agency through a democratisation of process is even more 

important: as women offenders articulate how they want their world to be, 

they are participating in talk, in action, and in civil life.  

 

Wilkinson’s third form of reflexivity, which she terms ‘disciplinary reflexivity’, 

refers “to the requirement for a discipline or sub-discipline to explain its own 

form and influence, utilising a developed form of the sociology of science” 

(1988, p. 496). Here she argues that “experiences are not only created but 

legitimised by institutional practices, and all members of a scientific 

community do not have equal power in deciding what is legitimate 

knowledge” (p. 496). Although Wilkinson was developing this idea in the 
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context of an emerging feminist psychology in the 1980s against a background 

of hegemonic positivist psychology, this notion of disciplinary scrutiny is 

arguably equally relevant today in foregrounding disciplinary paradigms and 

boundaries, particularly in prison theatre. The dominance of the RNR 

paradigm in determining what constitutes acceptable knowledge in regard to 

interventions with offenders is one such example. In the context of this 

research, disciplinary reflexivity demands the interrogation of ‘ways of seeing’ 

within an interpretive frame informed by multiple disciplines and the ways in 

which these ‘ways of seeing’ enable and constrain both my practice and my 

research. Such ‘disciplinary reflexivity’ scrutinises the disciplinary boundaries 

of applied theatre, criminology, correctional psychology and feminist social 

science in the analysis of the ways in which these ‘ways of seeing’ enable and 

constrain both the theatre practice and the research.  

 

Research as Action 

 
Pertinent to the ethic of this project, if not the actual design, is the exploration 

of Thompson’s ideas for an approach to research as action (Thompson, 2003). 

His proposal is based on the premise that many participatory applied theatre 

processes mirror those of action research, as “a participatory, democratic 

process concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of 

worthwhile human purposes” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 1). This can be 

seen to be drawing on an epistemological shift over recent years towards the 

notion that knowledge production is dynamic, iterative and situated within a 

complex system of interactions between researchers and the researched 

(Gergen, 1994; Shotter, 1993). Here knowledge is more than information: it is 

‘a capacity for action’ (Stehr, 1996, p. 14, cited in Quinlan, 2009, p. 118). As 

Thompson (2003) states, “action and research, words that would usually be 

separated as two distinct moments, are brought together within the same 

social process” (p. 150).  

 

One aspect of significant appeal in reading Thompson’s work is the notion of 

the open-endedness of the research. To Thompson, the research process does 
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not have a neat ending: rather than seeing a project as complete, he proposes 

that the results can only ever be a place of rest in an ever-continuing spiral of 

inquiry. “There are pauses, satisfactory interventions and shifts in focus, but 

no neat victory that a researcher can claim while moving on to their next 

project” (p. 150). This idea of open-endedness aligns well with the nature of 

desistance from crime as a process not an event (Maruna, 2001). It also aligns 

well with the nature of intervention in offender rehabilitation, which is never 

a neat victory and can only ever contribute to the larger project of living well. 

The implications of this open-endedness for the evaluation of interventions is 

also worth considering, and it can be argued that a participatory theatre 

action approach such as Thompson’s ‘Theatre Action Research’ or more recent 

developments such as O’Connor and Anderson’s ‘Applied Theatre as Research’ 

or ATAR (2015), may provide more appropriate evaluation methods for 

prison theatre. Although not the focus of this thesis, which seeks to 

conceptualise change rather than evaluate it, such research practices may 

contribute to necessary innovation in outcome or evaluative research in this 

area. 

   

Thompson aligns research in applied theatre with the focus on the ‘collective’, 

‘reflective’, ‘collaborative’ and ‘critically examined action’ proposed by 

Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) in their definition of action research. This 

marries well with a hermeneutic epistemology, which proposes that our lived 

experience is brought to bear on our interpretations of our world through a 

reflexive stance, and that our engagement in our world, when critically 

examined, allows us to see ourselves differently (C. Taylor, 1985). Central to 

Thompson’s focus is the collaborative aspect of action research. The 

democratisation of knowledge that is proposed by engaging in participatory 

theatre acknowledges the ways in which our subjectivity is socially manifest 

and cogenerated. The emphasis on action – not just theatrical action, but 

action in a broader personal, social and political sense – enables theatre action 

research to become interventionist, without losing its democratic stance. This 

is worth considering when one acknowledges the ethical arguments 

surrounding offender rehabilitation research and practice put forward by the 
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likes of Ward and Maruna (2011) and McCord (2003). The democratising of 

change that theatre action research proposes, foregrounds the ethical 

questions around methodology that research with offenders often ignores.  

 

Within my research, I develop an applied theatre practice through the 

spiralling of theatre, reflection, action and theory. Whilst I am intrigued by 

Thompson’s proposal for theatre as method, and excited by more recent 

extensions of this idea such as O’Connor and Anderson’s Applied Theatre as 

Research (2015), I nevertheless straddle the disciplinary boundaries by 

including other methods that have similar democratic research values, and 

use more traditional forms of research practice, albeit with a hermeneutic 

stance. In addition, this research sees theatre as both object and method at 

different times and for different purposes, and considers theatre as 

interventionist whether it be object or method. Although collaborative and 

reflexive in terms of the practice, the final interpretation of data is mine. 

Although not strictly action research, the project does draw on the 

interventionist intent of action research and the democratic and reflexive 

stance of Thompson’s theatrical version. Thus the values inherent in 

Thompson’s theatre action research are echoed in my approach to 

methodology – a methodology which, although varied, is in keeping with my 

epistemological position. Thompson may claim that I am one of those who “sit 

in the back of vehicles, on the back of donkeys, and claim to understand the 

heat of the floor” (p. 147), however I would claim that I am walking the road, 

yet with a few good pairs of shoes.  

 

Research Design 

 
Aims  

 
This research is concerned with the application of theory across disciplines, 

namely the application of theories of women’s desistance from crime to prison 

theatre practice. This is examined by means of a form of ethnographic case study, 

in which mixed methods are used within a single site. Rather than research 



 92 

simply overlaying practice, my process interweaves enquiry and applied theatre 

practice in a quest for theoretical understanding. The project is intrinsically 

participatory, not just for the offenders involved, but also for myself as 

researcher and as practitioner, roles that position me simultaneously inside and 

outside of the practice. 

 

It interrogates the development of a prison theatre practice, seeking to discover 

potential areas of convergence between applied theatre and theories of primary, 

secondary and tertiary desistance. The research is not evaluative, and does not 

intend to measure objective outcomes, but seeks to establish principals that 

might be used to develop a prison theatre practice that accords with an 

instrumental aim: namely moving incarcerated women away from crime. It also 

seeks to articulate the ways in which the aesthetic and instrumental dimensions 

of prison theatre intersect, theorising those psychological, social, moral and 

political layers of change that account for the role of the affective, of the delight 

and magic inherent in the theatrical moment, and the applied potential of 

storytelling.  

 
Method 

 
The research began with the development of two participatory prison theatre 

projects conducted one year apart with women prisoners at a low security 

facility in Brisbane, Australia. At the core of this stage of the work was the 

reflexive question: How are the knowledges that I bring to this project informing 

an emergent theatre practice? I was not only bringing my knowledge of 

desistance theory, but my experience as a forensic and clinical psychologist, my 

background as an arts educator and practitioner, and as a director and theatre-

maker, and my experiments with applied theatre practice and devised work. This 

resulted in a theatre practice informed by theories, both theories of desistance 

and my own implicit theories.  

 

The structure that emerged from the three-month theatre experience in year one 

of the project crystallised in year two. The second year was informed by 

interviews with the first year’s participants and the staff at the centre, and by my 
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own and the women’s reflections on the practice during that first year. This 

spiralling of influence on the development of the participatory theatre approach 

in many ways echoed the classic action research model of planning, acting, 

reflecting and re-planning (Lewin, 1946). The research took on a non-linear 

process of action and interpretation and used reflection to regenerate action. 

Even though a clear drama approach was developed (a three-stage workshop 

leading to a devised theatre performance) the process was far from linear. 

Planned action led to reflection, which informed action and so on, spiralling 

throughout the project. Likewise, theory informed practice – informed reflection 

– informed the generation of theory – informed practice.  

 

The research involved developing, delivering and documenting the theatre 

practice through a spiralling process of reflection and action. It also involved 

conducting interviews with participants, staff and facilitators, facilitating and 

collating feedback from audience members, documenting observations and 

artefacts, encouraging and collating the women’s and my own reflections through 

discussion and journaling. This material was content analysed and interpreted 

against the background of theories of primary, secondary and tertiary desistance 

with the view to understanding the ways in which those aspects pertinent to our 

knowledge of what moves women away from crime were evident within the 

developing theatre practice. The research was not evaluative but exploratory and 

conceptual: it was simultaneously theory and practice driven, and theory and 

practice generating. This method produced a model for working with 

incarcerated women through theatre, articulating an applied theatre practice 

approach and a resulting model of change for that approach.  

 
Data Collection 

 
New theoretical understandings become more sharply focused when one begins 

to apply them to an area of practical research. One consequence of being a 

researcher positioned both within the arts and social sciences is that 

methodological traditions raise tensions that impact upon the way research is 

undertaken. What constitutes research data changes when research is conducted 

within an interpretive tradition; in fact even the terminology faces scrutiny. On 
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the one hand I have struggled with reductionist terms such as data or analysis, 

recognising their part in a hegemonic research practice and a neo-liberal politic, 

yet I am also aware of the naiveté in essentialising this association and the 

clumsiness of striving to replace such terms. Straddling two research worlds, I 

have nonetheless chosen to use this terminology, albeit loosely, and also attempt 

to dilute it somewhat by interspersing the term data with materials, which in this 

case also covers objects of analytical focus that might not usually constitute 

regular data such embodied action, aesthetic experience and theatrical moments. 

 

The collected material that has contributed to the analysis is inextricably bound 

to the events, experiences and stories that emerged from the participatory 

theatre process. These images, reflective discussions and performances arising 

from the workshop and rehearsal process have fed back into that process in 

ways that cannot easily be teased apart. Drawing on philosopher Liz Grosz’s use 

of Lacan’s metaphor of the ‘Möbius strip’ (Grosz, 1994) – the inverted three 

dimensional figure eight – I see neither the experiences nor the emergent data as 

simply the inside or the outside of the process, but both: one feeds into the other 

in ways that do not make sense to separate. This metaphor of the Möbius strip 

problematises the relationship between theatre action and data collection; 

between the inside and the outside of ‘the subject’ and ‘experience’; and between 

the personal and social worlds. Rethinking these relationships forces a critical 

presence as researcher. The data are not treated as unproblematic: 

transcriptions of interviews; observation notes and reflection journals are not 

considered on face value as ‘truth markers’ but as constructions; and the 

participants are not subjects to be investigated but in a profound way are 

contributors to interpretation and knowledge.  

 

The emergent nature of the material, however, does not mean that research of 

this nature is without structure, and this project can been seen to employ the 

following strategies of data collection, some conventional, some less so:  

1. Participant interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with individual participants and 

audio-recorded. These interviews, conducted at the end of each project, 
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explored the participants’ experiences. Questions relating to how they see 

themselves (narrative identity questions), and how being in the project has 

affected them (in terms of those desistance variables proposed by Maruna, 

2001) were explored (see Appendix A). 

2. Staff and Management interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with staff of the centre and 

correctional management. These interviews covered their perceptions of the 

theatre project and of its impact upon the women and upon the facility. 

Surprisingly, these interviews also became a vehicle for many staff to 

articulate their personal response to the performance and the impact the 

process had on them as people and as correctional staff members (see 

Appendix A). 

3. Assistant facilitator interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with assistant facilitators. 

This enabled another layer of reflection on the process and another lens 

through which to view the project: one that was neither researcher nor 

participant, nor staff (see Appendix A). 

4. Reflective Sessions 

Each workshop/rehearsal session incorporated a reflective session wherein 

the women could reflect through discussions, writing or drawing. These 

were reviewed and analysed prior to the next session, informing both the 

workshop process and the final analysis. In addition, I kept a reflective 

journal documenting my response to delivering the project, which assisted 

me to plan, review, and refine my approach.  

5. Documents and artefacts  

Throughout the project I collected images, ideas, artworks, songs, poetry, 

rehearsal notes, developing ideas etc. emerging from the workshops. These 

formed material for group and personal reflection and contributed to the 

ongoing development of practice and interpretation.  

6. Dramatic moments, script and performance 

Moments in the drama process or in performance, aided by video recordings 

of the performances, the scripts and the reflections, became materials for 

analysis. These moments of embodied aesthetic experience, although 
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transitory, became an important part of the material under scrutiny, 

contributing significantly to the interpretation and development of the 

model (see Appendix D).  

7. Post-performance question and answer 

Following each performance, the audience were invited to participate in a ‘Q 

and A’ with the participant/actors. These sessions were video-recorded and 

content analysed with a view to exploring audience and 

participant/audience interaction.  

8. Audience feedback questionnaire 

A brief audience feedback questionnaire was administered after the second 

project to capture audience responses to the performance. This form 

consisted of 3 short-answer questions that were made available for audience 

members to complete post-performance. Audience members were invited to 

fill these out anonymously and post them in a secure box (see Appendix A). 

 
Analysis 

 
Despite the variety of data demanding to be handled in various ways, my analysis 

lies within interpretive framework. Content analysis infused with critical 

reflection has enabled this material to be viewed through the lens of primary, 

secondary and tertiary desistance. In so doing, a coherent thesis has emerged, a 

way of theorising the process of change for incarcerated women through theatre. 

This is not an investigation of a causal relationship (this would be problematic 

for all sorts of reasons), but ‘a way of seeing differently’, where multidisciplinary 

interests can be addressed. Through a reflexive examination of the theatre 

process, the research disentangles those subjective experiences within the 

drama process that contribute to desistance from crime as identified in the work 

of theorists such as Maruna (2001) and McNeill (2006, 2016), then relates that 

back to its expression in aesthetic form. 
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Whilst this project is interested in experience, the analysis is not 

phenomenological13. Rather, it attends to the interplay of personal meanings 

with broader socio-cultural dimensions of meaningful human experience and the 

ways in which this is theorised. In this study, the broader dimensions of interest 

are women’s desistance from crime. Thus interview transcripts, reflective 

journal notes and artefacts, audio-recorded audience interaction and 

questionnaires, together with script and video of the performances, have been 

interpreted against the background of what we understand assists desistance, 

and the ways in which this understanding interplays with our aesthetic 

sensibilities. Through this analysis, new knowledge of prison theatre practice 

with incarcerated women is generated that provides insights regarding its 

instrumental potential.  

 

Ethical Considerations 

 
In addition to generic ethical considerations, any project that works with 

offenders needs to consider a number of subtle and complex ethical issues 

particular to working with this group throughout the research process. These 

considerations informed my approach to this work. 

 

Change and Informed Consent 

 
First, it is worth questioning the raison d’êtres of the project from an ethical 

viewpoint. Blackburn (2002) raises pertinent questions regarding any attempts 

by (psychology) professionals to intervene in the lives of offenders and suggests 

that all intervention, in addition to being evaluated for effectiveness must be 

justified ethically. “The empirical fact that a psychological intervention ‘works’ in 

terms of its effectiveness is not, then, in itself sufficient to claim that it ought to 

be applied” (p. 140).  

 

                                                        
13 The different questions posed by this type of research press towards a more 
interpretive reading of accounts than do strictly phenomenological methods, whose 
aims are predominantly a reductive description of experience (Valle et al., 1989) as 
exhausting the meaningful nature of that experience.  
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From this perspective, when pursuing research with offender groups in which 

there is any intention for transformation or change, the researcher is required to 

question the nature of that change and the value of that change to the 

participant. There is an ethical obligation to work closely with participants in 

what amounts to a collaborative enterprise. Johnstone (2005), drawing on 

Reiman (1979)14, suggests that criminology research must not be research on 

but research with subjects. “Research subjects must be regarded as participants 

and collaborators in an intellectual adventure, rather than as objects to be 

investigated for what we can learn from them that might be of benefit to the 

larger society” (Johnstone, 2005, p. 65). Arguably, this is even more the case 

when considering research focusing on women offenders and Indigenous 

prisoners, whose status as members of largely disenfranchised sections of our 

society demands our attention to be directed to the ways in which our research 

might be experienced as further disempowering. This has significant 

implications for all sorts of offender-related research practice which might be 

worth debating; however, for the purposes of this project – and I would argue for 

participatory prison theatre research generally – the collaborative nature of the 

research must be taken seriously. Hence the intention of this research has been 

to not just pay lip service to the collaborative and reflexive nature of the process, 

but to uphold it as a principal of ethical practice.  

 
 
 
 

                                                        
14 Reiman (1979) makes the distinction between a utilitarian ethical view where 
research is unquestionably instrumental, and a perspective that privileges participant 
autonomy. He argues that a utilitarian view risks creating ideology posing as science and 
that its close ties with medical research pose problems for criminological research. He 
argues that the value of research within the medical model lies in its utility in controlling 
disease, justifying research ‘on’ subjects for medical knowledge and a greater good. This 
can become problematic when working with offender groups, as offending behaviour, 
whilst socially deviant, is sometimes not experienced as unambiguously injurious and 
for some, especially women, may have been adaptive. Whilst some offenders clearly 
have psychological problems that justify therapeutic intervention, criminal activities are 
often not necessarily in themselves psychologically dysfunctional, and in many cases, the 
only negative personal consequences of criminal behaviour come from being caught and 
convicted. Deviant conduct is problematic only from within a particular world-view, a 
world-view that may be reasonable and right to challenge at times (historically, consider 
apartheid in South Africa or laws pertaining to the criminalisation of homosexuality).  
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Confidentiality 

 
When working with offenders, confidentiality requires extra consideration. What 

is normally a routine aspect of ethical practice, that is, ensuring the anonymity of 

the participants, becomes somewhat problematic on three fronts.  

 

First, confidentiality is complicated by the legal obligations of the researcher. 

When offenders disclose information regarding offences for which they have not 

been charged, or disclose intended offences or intended harm to self or others, 

there is an obligation to report. A preventative strategy that is commonly used by 

psychologists working in correctional settings is to inform participants of the 

limits of confidentiality (i.e., intention to harm self or others must necessarily be 

reported), and warn them not to discuss major indictable offences for which they 

have not been charged. This is not, of course, foolproof; however in my 

experience of working with offenders, it has been effective. In a collaborative 

environment, group norms can play a useful role in maintaining these 

preventative measures.  

 

Second, any group work that includes disclosure brings with it potential ethical 

hazards. This is even more the case in the context of a prison, where information 

about another person can be appropriated and utilised in ways that may not be 

apparent during the group work. Researchers and practitioners need to bear in 

mind that come the end of the day they leave the prison, and their group remains 

behind prison walls to negotiate living with each other in a climate that can be 

interpersonally perilous. Certainly the negotiation of group norms regarding 

confidentiality can help, although any prisoner will tell you that this is often 

viewed with a degree of cynicism. It has been my experience (and has certainly 

been borne out in this project) that the most effective method of securing 

confidentiality within the group is the development of group trust – in theatrical 

terms, the building of ensemble. This requires a degree of mindfulness on the 

part of facilitators to prioritise trust building and move slowly towards activities 

that might expose participants to being singled out, divulge personal information 

or to tell their stories.  
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Finally, confidentiality is potentially compromised in video recording and public 

performance. This is especially problematic when prisoners face release: many 

rely on anonymity to gain/maintain employment or housing or support from 

friends. Considering this, there is an obligation in the practice or research of 

participatory prison theatre which includes public performance or video 

recording, to advise participants of the risks of public disclosure of their 

offending status and provide them with sufficient support to cope with the 

potential consequences. Sheila Preston highlights issues for an ethical practice in 

applied theatre in terms of how participants are represented: “The reality that 

representations depict the real lives of individuals or groups who may be 

vulnerable and/or marginalized from the dominant hegemony is an ethical as 

well as political concern” (Preston, 2009, p. 65). Even when ‘real lives’ are 

fictionalised or, as in the case of this project, metaphorically presented, caution is 

required. Preston acknowledges that regardless of whether the work is 

constituted as research or applied theatre, “we have a responsibility towards 

ensuring that the representations that are made are produced through a climate 

of sensitivity, dialogue, respect and willingness for reciprocity”, and that no 

matter how sensitively we handle these representations, they “carry their own 

political significance and resonance in the broader socio-political sphere and will 

be constantly vulnerable to appropriation and redefinition” (Preston, 2009, p. 

65). In prison theatre, community responses to inmate performances can be 

unpredictable. Although disclosure may have positive outcomes, there is always 

a chance that the representations of offender-related issues might be 

appropriated in negative ways. As Preston notes: “The ethical-political 

complexity of constructing representations creates a dissonance in applied 

theatre: the dilemma between safeguarding and protecting people’s right to 

speak or not speak in private or public with the urgent need to challenge society 

and its marginalising hegemonies” (Preston, 2009, p. 68). As such there is an 

ethical requirement to fully inform participants of both the risks and the benefits 

of participation and ensure ongoing voluntary status. In the case of video 

recording, the impact of the permanency of the record should be considered even 

when participants have provided consent. I have therefore provided images of 
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productions in a separate file that can be stored separately from the publically 

available thesis. 

 
Managing Group Dynamics  

 
When working with offenders, issues of safety both for oneself and for the group 

are foremost. Harm minimisation is both a practice issue and an ethical one. Risk 

is potentially present when working with women prisoners who co-habit, with 

all that may entail, and who are likely to have had significant life experiences of 

violence, emotion regulation difficulties, drug use, and chaotic relationships. 

However, caution needs to be balanced with an expectation that offenders are 

able to self-manage and be positively and pro-socially motivated. The view taken 

in this project is that the ethical requirement for autonomy is primary, and 

should only be questioned if the real possibility of harm is evident. From 

personal experience, offender groups are generally quite able to self-manage; 

and when treated in an ethically aware and respectful way, most groups of 

women offenders can be positively self-directing, albeit with the odd 

interpersonal ‘hiccough’. This is assisted by groundwork with the ensemble that 

establishes group cohesiveness, trust and group norms, and an ongoing vigilance 

that pays heed to group dynamics.   

 

Also relevant to group management are the ways in which facilitators manage 

personal boundaries. In qualitative, particularly ethnographic, research, the risk 

of ‘going native’ (Fuller, 2004) refers to the risk of abandoning one’s critical 

research perspective through over-identification. Similarly, in intense long-term 

interactions such as developing a prison theatre ensemble, relationships can 

develop that disrupt critical engagement. Offenders’ emotional needs may be 

strong, and their sensitivities acute. Good intention is sometimes not enough, and 

facilitators need to be alert to the ways in which their actions may be 

misunderstood. Nicholson’s (2014) insight into this issue for applied theatre 

practice is particularly relevant for this project:  

There is always the need to be vigilant about whether the practice is 
accepted as a generous exercise of care or whether, however well-
intentioned, it is regarded as an unwelcome intrusion. It is easy for trust 
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to become dependence, for generosity to be interpreted as patronage, for 
interest in others, to be experienced as the gaze of surveillance. (p. 160)  

 

This calls for reflexive facilitation where one critically examines the dynamics of 

one’s relationships with and responsibilities to participants, and where 

maintaining personal boundaries is balanced with the requirement to develop 

the rapport required for effective collaborative group work. 

 

Ethics and Reflexivity 

 
The centrality of ethical responsibility, of the imperative for researchers to 

respond to their research with a reflexive stance, has become a core feature of 

critical research. This calls on researchers to consider ethics, not just as a step in 

their approval and access processes, but as integral to the generation of 

knowledge. Feminist research praxis demands researchers adopt a central ethic 

of reflexivity in recognising the intersection of gender and power. This resonates 

with Thompson’s call for applied theatre researchers to acknowledge ethical 

practice as tied to ‘critical examination’ (Thompson, 2003, p. 160) and his similar 

call to arm oneself with a reflexive stance. Usefully, Preston urges applied theatre 

practitioners to ask a series of critical questions (see Preston, 2009, p. 68) which 

I particularised to this project, as follows:  

 

1. How appropriate is my preferred aesthetic (applied theatre and devised 

performance) for engaging with the politics of speaking with, for or about 

incarcerated women and their journey towards desistance from crime?  

2. How do I deal with moral and/or political tensions at the heart of the 

stories that are created?  

3. How can I work sensitively, and create a genuine climate of dialogue and 

reciprocity?  

4. How are issues of voice, authority and ownership reconciled in the process 

of constructing and devising the theatre piece?  

5. How will the performance impact in diverse, unpredictable and political 

contexts: on the participants, on those around them, on the communities 

that engage with them and on the broader community?  
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When the issues of ethical representation are articulated in this way, the 

imperative for a continually collaborative and politically aware praxis is 

revealed. As Thompson (2003) implores, “every action performed, game played, 

question asked, story told and scene witnessed includes the theatre practitioner 

in an active ethical debate” (p. 194). 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
In many ways this thesis is a marriage of theory, practice and analysis. It is at the 

same time theory-driven and practice-led research. The task is a reflexive one, 

informed by the multiple voices that can be heard simultaneously over the 

course of the project. These voices are not only of participants, staff and 

audiences; these are also the voices of theory, of aesthetics, of ethics, of policy 

and of politics. These voices inform the analysis; one that is essentially 

multidisciplinary yet focused on how prison theatre might assist incarcerated 

women. It moves between an analysis of the aesthetics of the theatre practice 

and an analysis of its instrumental application. More than just perspective-taking 

or triangulation, this ‘coming to see something differently’ is what Wittgenstein 

(1953) called aspects: as we look at an object we see it has not changed; and yet 

as we look at it, the way in which we see it changes. Much like the way we might 

pass from seeing the ambiguous duck-rabbit figure as a duck-picture to seeing it 

as a rabbit-picture, this research simultaneously looks at a prison theatre project 

as a dramatic/aesthetic experience and also as a condition for the possibility of 

desistance.  
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PART II: 

IMPLEMENTING THE PROJECT 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE ORIGINS OF THE INSIDEOUT THEATRE PROJECT 
 

Introduction 

 
Part Two of the thesis provides a rich description of what came to be known as 

the InsideOut theatre project, the object of analysis in Part Three. It is not the 

aim of Part Two to provide an in-depth reflective analysis of process (as that 

would constitute a very different type of research). Rather, it tells a story, and in 

so doing provides a context for the analysis documented in Part Three.  

 

By outlining the structure and key features of the theatre project, Part Two also 

offers the opportunity for a form of replication, although this term is somewhat 

troubled in the context of arts projects. Theatre projects are neither homogenous 

nor prescriptive: each will be unique to its situation and context. However, it is 

hoped that the conceptualisation outlined here might signpost a broad practice 

methodology, and my insights and reflections about the process alert 

practitioners to some principals worthy of consideration in formulating future 

work in similar contexts with similar aims.  

 

Chapter Five provides a synopsis of the circumstances surrounding the origins of 

the InsideOut theatre project, and the formal protocols and practicalities 

required for its implementation. It also surveys my conceptualisation of the 

project and choice of dramatic conventions and practices, bringing my artistic 

aims into focus.  

 

Entrée and Access 

 
Access and approval to conduct research in correctional settings is rarely simple, 

and research practice is often steered by circumstance and opportunity. This 

project is no exception.  
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One evening, I attended a visual arts exhibition in Brisbane, Australia, featuring 

works by incarcerated artists. During this event I met Robyn, the manager of the 

Helana Jones Community Correctional Centre (commonly known as the “Helana 

Jones Centre” or HJC), a low security residential women’s correctional facility. 

Robyn was accompanying a group of women inmates to the exhibition, including 

some whose work was being exhibited and others who were providing catering 

services for the event. On hearing of my interest in researching prison theatre, 

Robyn asked if I had ever considered a project with incarcerated women. This 

began a series of discussions, and the InsideOut theatre project was born. 

 

I was keen to provide a theatre-based project for HJC that would assist the 

women to move away from crime and prepare for life in the community; 

however, I was also determined to preserve the artistic integrity of the theatre 

project and provide participants and audiences with a quality arts experience. 

These aims suited the needs of the Centre and it was agreed that a three-month 

project would be trialled at HJC, pending the necessary approvals.  

 

The Helana Jones Centre 

 
The Helana Jones Centre can accommodate up to twenty-nine female prisoners 

and up to eight young children residing with their mothers. Women transition 

from secure custody to this low custody facility in preparation for their return to 

the community. They spend as little as a few weeks or as much as a few years at 

the Centre; although generally there is a high turn-over of inmates, with women 

often arriving towards the end of their custodial sentence. As a condition of 

remaining at HJC, inmates are required to participate in a productive eight-hour 

workday involving community service work, education and vocational training, 

therapeutic programs or counselling appointments and/or medical 

appointments; and are encouraged to engage productively in leisure activities 

after hours and on weekends. The women have access to a wide variety of 

community facilities and organisations for their work, programs and 

appointments, and are encouraged to travel independently on public transport to 
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attend these commitments. All women at HJC are assisted to develop a personal 

reintegration plan and are allocated a case officer within the Centre who 

provides particular guidance and support for this transitional period.  

 

HJC is located in an inner-city Brisbane suburb and is nestled amongst 

community dwellings. It is an inconspicuous building, which on approach 

appears more like a children’s day care centre than a prison: a child’s playground 

and colourful artwork greet visitors approaching from a small car park which 

sits behind a tall picket fence. Signs depicting ‘no mobile phones’ guide visitors to 

a reception office. The Visitor’s Centre, a large open shelter walled by PVC café 

blinds, sits amongst a tropical garden close to the car park. This Visitor’s Centre 

became our workspace, and despite a concrete floor and no walls, adequately 

housed our workshops, rehearsals and some in-house performances.  

 

In many ways, the Helana Jones Centre offered an ideal environment for theatre 

with incarcerated women. Being a low security facility, it provided a more 

flexible environment than higher security facilities. Ease of access, ease of 

movement, longer hours for face-to-face contact with prisoners, together with 

the relative ease of bringing in needed equipment, facilitated the day-to-day 

running of the project. In addition, it offered access to women who were at the 

end-stage of their sentence and turning their sights towards the future. 

 

Negotiations with the Queensland Department of Corrective 

Services (QCS) 

 
An approach was made via the Research Committee of QCS and formal 

application was made to conduct a theatre-based research project within The 

Helana Jones Centre. With final approvals from the General Manager of Woman’s 

Offending, and the Research Committee of Queensland Corrective Services, I was 

then able to liaise directly with the manager of The Helana Jones Centre. 

 

In order to conduct a program in a busy centre such as this, goodwill from staff 

and management is needed, together with an attitude of respect and flexibility 
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from theatre facilitators. Although the manager of HJC shared a vision for the 

possibilities of a theatre project at the Centre, this was a novel endeavour, and 

required her willingness to trust in my ability to deliver my proposal. Certainly 

my prior experience in prison environments helped to secure her confidence, 

and her support became a key factor in the successful initiation of the project. 

The manager encouraged inmates to attend the recruitment session, and 

supported their participation by structuring the project as a legitimate work 

option. This important support provided the necessary scaffolding for the project 

to take shape. 

 

The project’s timeline was moulded by the needs of the Centre and the 

availability of inmates. In consultation with the manager, I decided upon a three-

month timeframe with the following schedule:  

 one to two  full days per week for eight weeks  

 three to four days per week for the next two weeks  

 full-time for production/performance week. 

Times were allocated that were least disruptive to the Centre’s operational 

schedule, avoiding other programmed activities, visit days, children’s playgroup, 

and general prison business. In addition, prisoner work rosters needed to be 

altered, and the vicissitudes of prison life meant accommodations by staff and by 

myself needed to be made on an ongoing basis. I was aware of the importance of 

maintaining positive relationships with prison staff and respecting the 

imperatives that drive prison operations, and developed a flexible attitude to 

changes and requests. 

 

Conceptualisation of the Project 

 
As discussed in Chapter Four, my intention was to develop a theatre program 

that balanced the aesthetic and the instrumental. However, in a context where 

incarcerated women are constantly reminded of their status as prisoner, I felt it 

was important to frame the work as an arts project, not as a rehabilitation 

program. The project was to be presented as ‘the theatre project’ with the 
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endpoint being the development and performance of an original work of theatre 

for a public audience. The participants would be treated as theatre-makers to be 

trained, and then as co-contributing artists, rather than as prisoners to be 

rehabilitated. This would be important for a number of reasons:  

1. a theatre project would be less likely to carry the ‘baggage’ of prior 

rehabilitation programs;  

2. it was consistent with those theories of desistance that suggest that pro-

social identity formation is supported by engaging with pro-social others in ways 

that reinforce a non-offender identity; 

3. it enabled an environment to be established that was structured and 

disciplined, yet varied from the punitive nature of some prison-based program 

delivery: an artistically motivated discipline emerging from the raison d’être of 

the project. 

 

The project was conceived in three parts:  

1. A series of preliminary workshops providing an introduction to drama-

based group work, elementary training in acting skills and the development of a 

sense of ensemble.  

2. The development of a devised theatre piece about a subject of the groups’ 

choosing, arising from workshops in part 1.  

3. The production and performance of the devised theatre work to be staged 

at Griffith University Theatre before a public audience, including a post-

performance Question and Answer session and an informal supper with 

audience members.  

 

Planning for the project necessitated a number of choices regarding the use of 

applied theatre processes and conventions. By working with low-security 

inmates, performing for the community in a theatre outside of the correctional 

facility became possible. This was desirable from both an artistic and an 

instrumental perspective: by performing in a theatre one could aspire to higher 

production values, and also provide a vehicle for broader social engagement, a 

factor known to assist desistance. I adopted a range of drama activities and 

practices throughout the project, drawing on image theatre, improvisation 
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games, therapeutic drama, drama skills development, physical theatre exercises, 

text-based work, and playback techniques, as well as making use of visual arts 

and craft, music, and group discussion to initiate and develop ideas.  

 

Recruitment of Participants 

 
Participation in the project was voluntary and was influenced by the length of 

time an inmate had remaining in the Centre before release. Recruitment began 

with a meeting at HJC, where I introduced the project to the women present and 

answered questions. This type of project was quite new to many of the women, 

and scepticism was high. I was aware that these women had little, if any, 

experience of theatre, and therefore no knowledge on which to base their 

decision to participate. Considering this, I played a short DVD presenting the 

work of Somebody’s Daughter Theatre, a pioneering company that had been 

producing theatre with incarcerated women in Victoria for 30 years. This proved 

helpful in engaging the women’s interest, and provided an example of what other 

women in similar circumstances in Australia had achieved. 

 

In the second year, the recruitment process was much easier: word had spread 

through the prison system of the success of the previous year’s project, and the 

women who attended were already receptive. I also showed the DVD from the 

previous year’s performance, Home Again, and two of the participants in that 

production spoke about their experiences. This proved critical in securing the 

women’s interest in the project.  There was now a knowledge base that anchored 

the discussion: questions were more informed, and more women were willing to 

volunteer.  

 

In both years, the support of Centre staff was critical to the participants’ 

continued commitment to the project. As will be examined more fully in Chapter 

Seven, ambivalence permeated stage one of the project each year; an 

ambivalence that demanded encouragement and a positive regard for the project 

from those who surrounded the women. During the first year, the manager 
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primarily provided this encouragement, with staff being encouraged by the 

manager to problem-solve any issues that might arise. In year two, however, the 

staff’s knowledge of and enthusiasm for the project generated its own 

momentum, with staff providing ongoing positive reinforcement for the women’s 

continued engagement.  

 

The women were not only volunteering for a theatre project, they were also 

providing informed consent to be a part of a research project. This required the 

participants to also be advised of the intentions of the research, to agree to 

interviews and recordings of the performances, and to be advised of the 

parameters of confidentiality and anonymity of the project. Somewhat 

unexpectedly, this assisted rather than hindered recruitment. In both years, the 

women appeared to be motivated by the aims of the research. There seemed to 

be a desire to make a contribution beyond the theatre project: by being involved 

with a project that had broader implications beyond their own activity they saw 

a greater purpose. 

 

Implementation – Final Comments 

 
Prison theatre projects such as this one tend to be emergent from the 

circumstances and opportunities that present themselves, and have the potential 

to be responsive both to the needs of the participants and to the facility or 

broader system. In hindsight, it is clear that working with the Centre and its staff, 

rather than against; remaining flexible and respectful of the service delivery 

obligations of a correctional facility; and stepping away from the temptation to 

be an advocate for the women, somewhat ironically enabled the project to better 

meet the women’s needs. Although this non-partisan position was not always 

easy to navigate, it nevertheless became an asset in the delivery of the project 

and arguably enabled greater impact. Far from complicity, such a position 

maintained my independence and hence my ability to speak and be heard: as an 

independent artist, psychologist, researcher, woman and community member.  
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I now turn to an account of my practice approach, which evolved over the course 

of presenting the InsideOut theatre project to two different groups of women 

over two years: the first year culminating in the performance piece Home Again,  

and in the second year, Her Name is Alice. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE INSIDEOUT THEATRE PROJECT 

 

Introduction 

 
Chapter Six provides a narrative account of the InsideOut project over the two 

years of its implementation. The aim of this chapter is to inform the reader of the 

practice approach by highlighting principles not procedures. It is not the aim of 

this chapter to provide an in-depth reflective analysis of process, as that would 

constitute a very different type of research, nor to provide a manual for 

replication. Rather, this chapter outlines the three-stage structure of the practice 

approach; and, drawing upon my journal and other collected materials, provides 

insights and reflections on central features of each stage of the project.  

 

My practice approach emanated from my sometimes messy and playful 

experiments with applied theatre practice and devised work over the two years. 

This was a reflexive process where planned action led to reflection, which 

informed action, and so on; spiralling through the two manifestations of the 

project. As my practice became more refined through a second version of the 

project in year two, a coherent three-staged methodology emerged. This chapter 

outlines these three stages and illustrates their central features through 

examples of practice. It is not chronological, but interweaves experiences from 

both year’s projects. In so doing, it provides a context for the analysis undertaken 

and documented in Part Three, a background against which that analysis might 

rest.  

 

Stage One: My Story   

 
The first part of this chapter reflects upon the major principles of Stage One of 

the theatre project. In this stage, the aim was to lead a group of incarcerated 
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women from reception to a space of competence, trust and reflection that would 

enable personal narratives to be explored.  

 

Building Ensemble 

 
Foundational to the success of the project was the development of ensemble. In 

both years, the building blocks of ensemble were collaboration, commonality of 

experience, the willingness to risk, the experience of achievement and the 

emergence of mutual acceptance. Underpinning all of these principles was the 

development of trust. As Helen Nicholson (2002) points out, trust is a 

performative act, one that is “continually negotiated and re-negotiated as new 

and unexpected circumstances arise” (p. 84). The gradual exposure of the groups 

to the risks and challenges of drama group work and of personal reflection, 

demanded an awareness of the precariousness of the moment and each woman’s 

need to weigh up the pros and cons of participation in any given activity. Trust 

building was more than just playing a few drama games; it involved the constant 

negotiation and renegotiation of new relationships and identities that were 

emerging in the context of making theatre. The theatre project was allowing the 

women to abandon the everyday roles they performed within the prison; 

however it was also exposing them to the enormous challenge of being and doing 

differently within the view of fellow inmates. From a facilitation perspective, this 

demanded an ethic of care and the flexibility to pay heed to both individual 

differences and group dynamics within each session. A safe yet robust 

environment was needed where creative challenge was possible.   

 

I became increasingly aware of the significance of my demeanour as facilitator in 

providing the conditions for ensemble to emerge.  Whilst a non-judgemental 

attitude was essential in working with women who had faced judgement in many 

forms, I was also aware of the pitfalls of over-identification. This was essentially 

a boundary issue. In order to maintain an optimal environment where creative 

risk might flourish, I needed to remain outside of, yet committed to, the welfare 

of the group. At its most basic, I was a woman engaging with other women in the 

process of story-telling, reflection and dramatic creation, yet I was also the 
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facilitator, director, and holder of certain knowledges about the creative and 

group process. I was not a fellow prisoner, yet I was also not a Correctional 

Services staff member. As a visitor to this environment I represented the society 

at large, yet as a theatre–maker and researcher I was also observing society in 

specific ways. As both a psychologist and a theatre-maker, I was juggling various 

professional skills and understandings as I engaged with both the art and the 

science of theatre-making, clinical work, and research practice. Negotiating this 

stance demanded my reflection and consideration on a daily basis. It demanded 

that I reflect on my actions, roles and relationships, and consider what might be 

needed to move the project forward when I next entered the prison. It also 

demanded my respect for the women and for the staff and protocols that were 

making the project possible, whilst holding before me theatre’s potential for 

challenge and provocation.  

 

Drama Skill Development 

 
Stage One gradually introduced the women to various new skills that would be 

utilised throughout the project, skills that would be necessary in developing a 

devised work for performance. Through movement and vocal exercises, drama 

games, image theatre and improvisation, the women could be gently led to 

develop competencies and confidence in movement, voice and imagination.  

Engaging the Body 

 
For many incarcerated women, the body is problematic. A significant 

proportion of female inmates have histories of sexual or physical violence 

(Green, Miranda, Daroowalla, & Siddique, 2005; Martin & Hesselbrock, 2001), 

as well as a higher prevalence of physical health conditions and substance 

abuse (Plugge, Foster, Yudkin, & Douglas, 2009; Shinkfield, Graffam, & 

Meneilly, 2009). As a consequence, many incarcerated women experience 

their bodies as a site of pain, powerlessness, shame, or weakness. Theatre 

however, is an embodied art form, requiring focused attention on physicality, 

and I was keenly aware that any development of dramatic competency would 

require the women to engage with their bodies. 
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With this in mind, I introduced movement and physical awareness to the 

process. Each session began with a gentle yoga-informed physical warm-up. 

As simple stretches awakened each muscle group, I became aware of just how 

limited these women were in their movement and how averse they were to 

focusing on their bodies. For some, lying or sitting on the floor was impossible 

due to injury or obesity, and some exercises and yoga postures such as the cat 

pose had to be modified to allow some to sit on chairs. As the weeks 

progressed, however, the women began to welcome this warm up, 

commenting on how positive they felt afterwards. I began to notice the 

women maintaining their energy and moving more freely during our sessions, 

and staff began to comment on how some women who had avoided physical 

activity were now more motivated to join the walking group.  

 

The women were also introduced to body awareness through games and 

exercises that brought their posture, stance and presence to their attention. In 

an early workshop, I presented a simple exercise of walking backwards, and 

then forwards with the same stance. This became a surprisingly significant 

moment for the women as each experienced the sensation of her posture 

shifting, of walking tall. Moving around the room, breaking away from the 

safety and predictability of the circle and finding one’s own space in relation 

to others were simple but powerful moments in which the women became 

mindful of the impact of their movement in space.  

 

Mask-work became an important part of Stage One. Commencing with a paper 

bag mask, the women explored the power of simple gestures. Next they 

worked with a neutral mask, learning to shoe the mask and present it slowly 

to an audience. Through their exploration of the neutral mask the women 

learned the impact one can make through an entrance; the power of stance, 

the importance of stillness, and how an internal state is expressed through the 

body. The women learned how movement released the personality of the 

mask, and how each actor created something slightly different as she worked 

with the same mask. They designed and constructed their own masks, using 

them to further explore their physicality in simple actions and scenes.  
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Gradually, the women were challenged to move in increasingly novel ways. 

Image theatre, mime, and mask work brought a new aesthetic to their 

movement. They became playful and increasingly bold as they embodied 

elements of their stories, physically exploring the symbols and images that 

engaged them. They explored their movement in slow motion and learned 

how to isolate and focus on one part of the body – how ‘leading’ with the chin 

or the knees could create a very different character. This led to a brief 

introduction to the stock characters of commedia dell’arte and the women 

experimented further with embodying character and emotion. As the women 

gave and received feedback during these activities, they became increasingly 

aware of the multifarious nature of interpretation, and of the power of their 

physicality to move and engage others. 

Awakening the Voice 

 
In much the same way as the body can be problematic for incarcerated 

women, so too the voice. For many female offenders, a history of family and 

intimate partner violence has meant that many incarcerated women have 

never had a voice, a way of being heard. In addition, prison inhibits women in 

ways that reinforce this silence. Silencing happens in many ways. A woman 

may find that she is permitted, or required, to speak, only to have her speech 

dismissed or ridiculed as unacceptable. She may speak and have her speech 

misinterpreted or ignored. She may even face violence when her speech is 

contrary or resistant. When the aims that motivate speech are frustrated, 

these women are effectively, and literally, silenced.  

 

On first working with the women, it became strikingly obvious to me that a 

literal silencing pervaded the group. In year one, I noticed how the group 

avoided spoken word and song when devising their piece. However, in the 

second year I began to challenge this phenomenon, working with the women 

more overtly to find their voice. In Stage One, the physical warm up was 

accompanied by the gradual inclusion of vocal exercises. Initially the women 

were introduced to vocalisation through movement: imitating sirens, ‘blowing 



 118 

raspberries’, making mechanical or animal sounds, playing with percussive or 

nonsense sounds, and generally exploring the voice over the register to 

accompany movement. At first, resistance to vocalisation was strong; 

however, buoyed by the development of trust within the group, it became 

normalised. I read about these first tentative moves towards vocal confidence 

in Penny and May’s written reflections:  

This morning we started to investigate our voices in different ways. My voice 
sounds deep and raspy and when it’s projected it’s loud. I find this a little 
embarrassing yet comforting with the support of the rest of the theatre 
group.  
 
I am getting more confident with using my voice and making a sound in the 
warm up exercises. I like feeling the vibrations in different parts of my body 
– my abdomen, my chest, my throat etc. and feeling my muscles working 
with my breath.  

 

To be heard was psychologically challenging: something that for these women 

was not only unusual but also full of risk. 

 

Gradually, an awakening of each woman’s voice began to occur. In one session, 

the group was asked to visualise an image that represented their voice, and 

incorporate that image into an exploration of sound and movement. The 

women then wrote about this image in their journals, reflecting on their 

relationship with their voice: 

The image of my voice is that it is travelling out in the atmosphere, floating 
around and not being heard. Every now and then my voice makes an impact 
with a star and sparks fly. It travels back into the atmosphere again waiting 
for the right star to impact on. 
 
My metaphor for my voice was a waterfall, because at times the waterfall is 
flowing beautifully and other times there is no water at all.  
 
When we spoke about our voices, I said mine was like a garden that hadn’t 
been weeded or attended to in a very long time. Forgotten.  

 
 

One exercise in particular seemed to free the women both vocally and 

physically. Drawing on the work of Paul Newham (1999, p. 30), I introduced 

the concept of the spherical space. Participants find a space and stand with 

arms hanging loosely by their sides. They are asked to imagine themselves to 
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be in the centre of a sphere, and begin to venture forwards and backwards, 

side to side, up and down, making hands-on contact with the imaginary 

concave walls of the surrounding sphere. With each step, the women sensed 

themselves ascending as they moved forward, and descending as they moved 

backwards. They began to explore the sphere through sounds, accompanying 

their movement with gentle vocalisations. They were encouraged to breathe 

evenly into the sphere, and eventually to vocalise on single notes, finally 

adding vowels and consonants. With time the vocalisations became louder 

and more confident, each woman moving in her own ‘bubble’ exploring her 

voice. The women reflected on this exercise: 

Whilst doing this exercise I felt alone from the group as if I had entered my 
own world as I explored the sides etc. and I explored my voice by myself. 

 
I started humming songs that came to mind and was able to relax and get 
lost in the moment. A very floaty feeling. 
 
My sphere is a bubble filled with water, floating in the air. The water takes 
the weight off my body so I am weightless. As I move around, all I can hear is 
the sound of water, so calming and soothing. I cannot hear my voice as I 
make noises, just the calmness of the water. 

 

 

Somewhat surprisingly to me, as their voices awakened, the women began to 

sing. Some were songs that they enjoyed or that evoked fond memories, whilst 

others began to bring CDs to the sessions to put on during the break. Singing 

games were included in the workshop and we began to work on simple 

breathing and resonance techniques for freeing the singing voice. Maxine 

reflected: 

I actually love to sing and when I am alone I don’t mind belting out a tune. 
My daughter always tells me that I can sing but I don’t believe her. I really 
enjoyed this morning. I really do have a voice! Just have to use it more 
often!!! 

 
 

In the second year, another woman, Peata, taught the group a simple folk song 

in her first language, which became an anthem the women sang at the end of 

each workshop session. This naturally led to the inclusion of singing in Stage 

Two of the project, and eventually singing became a significant part of the year 
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two production, Her Name is Alice. One particular scene that used song 

depicted their first night in prison. The women sang the following words to 

the tune of All Through The Night: 

Sleep my child and peace attend thee 
All through the night 
Guardian angels God will send thee 
All through the night 

 
All around me walls are creeping 
Voices screaming, no one’s sleeping 
And beyond, our children weeping 
All through the night 
 
While the moon her watch is keeping 
All through the night 
While the weary world is sleeping 
All through the night 
 
All around me walls are creeping 
Voices screaming, no one’s sleeping 
And beyond, our children weeping 
All through the night 
 

In the performance, as they stood harmonising in a blue moonlit glow, the 

women found their voices, and in that moment a sense of real ensemble. 

During one performance, Peata, whose role it was to begin the scene humming 

this tune alone on stage, became overcome with emotion. Her voice wavered 

and silenced, and in that moment a chorus of support could be heard from the 

wings – all the women were singing. 

Enlivening Imagination 

 
Stage One also included games and activities to enliven imagination, to reduce 

inhibition, and to develop confidence in making creative choices. For these 

women, whose daily lives were prescribed and heavily directed, this was 

another challenging area of skill development that required attention. 

Beginning with simple games, the women were encouraged to move outside 

their current reality. Each session during Stage One included games that 

sought to break down inhibitions and invite creative decisions. In the second 

session, the game Fortunately/Unfortunately and its variations (see Bergman 
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& Hewish, 2003, p. 37 for a description of this game) encouraged the women 

to construct conversations that moved them into fantasy. On her first attempt 

at this game, Maggie remarked that she “couldn’t be fanciful” and that she was 

“a rational thinker”, but also noted that restricting her responses to ‘the real’ 

backed her into a corner in the context of the game. As she discovered that the 

game worked better when she used ridiculous statements, the other women 

began to experiment with the fanciful, experiencing the value of thinking 

outside the square and how thinking more flexibly opened up more options. 

Likewise, simple activities that focused on movement and gesture, such as 

Make the Object (see Bergman & Hewish, 2003, p. 38, for a description of this 

game), encouraged disinhibition and a sense of playfulness. As their bodies 

became pop-up toasters or washing machines, the women’s inventiveness and 

willingness to take creative risks increased. 

 

Image theatre (Boal, 2002) became a useful beginning resource. As the women 

sculpted their own or each other’s bodies, they learned to externalise 

attitudes and emotions, exploring issues that arose in discussion through 

image and metaphor. As group members began to describe what they saw in 

the sculpted images, they used their imaginations to create and extend stories 

and scenarios, unlocking the notion of possibility. Image theatre naturally 

moved into improvisation, and sound and dialogue was introduced. Exercises 

using gibberish and animal sounds gently paved the way for the introduction 

of improvised dialogue and scenarios.  

 

I became aware of the possibility that enlivening imagination might be both a 

gateway to retraumatisation and a vehicle for the moderation of heightened 

emotional reactivity. As a clinician who had treated trauma, I was aware of the 

risk of the women reliving traumatic memory as they explored their own 

stories in Stage One. However, I also realised that imagination could be a tool 

for the exploration of possibility and for the expansion of resources that the 

women might use to moderate their arousal levels (Ogden, Minton & Pain, 

2006; Van der Kolk, 2014). Our drama process began to include the 

renegotiation of stories: endings were rewritten, timelines altered, powerful 
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characters challenged, and roles reversed. Imagination therefore became a 

protective factor in working with personal narrative. It allowed the women to 

rewrite their stories and expand the inevitability of memory. In many ways 

imagination was the precursor to hope: each woman could envisage a 

different future and place herself outside of her current reality, constructing 

new ways of interacting and new possible selves.  

 

Eliciting Narratives 

 
The centrality of narrative identity formation to the process of secondary 

desistance demanded an applied theatre methodology built on personal 

narrative. I was, however, keen to move away from what Martin (2012) has 

termed ‘theatre of the real’, or fact-based theatre forms that rely on sharing 

personal stories, such as testimonial theatre or documentary theatre. Within the 

context of this project, the risks inherent in confessional forms of theatre, even in 

a workshop situation, were high. Emotional vulnerability and retraumatisation 

were real possibilities, and the risk of a theatre process that might promote 

exploitation and voyeurism was a particular concern, especially for a group of 

women whose daily lives were now subject to the gaze of incarceration. I was all 

too aware of the social fascination that women prisoners held within the public 

sphere, bolstered by the rise in popularity of television crime dramas and the 

sensationalising of criminality within the popular media. How to encourage 

shifts in narrative self-creation and yet guard against harm was an issue of 

significance for the project that shaped my approach.  

 

The blend of fact and fiction that is theatre enabled the navigation of this issue. 

Metaphor and symbol, image and allegory moved autobiography to the realm of 

drama, blending one story with another, enabling the women to dance between 

fact and fiction as they explored their own stories. This methodology became 

enhanced in Stage Two and will be examined in more detail later in this chapter; 

however, even in Stage One, the dance between fact and fiction in drama games, 

improvisations and image theatre, lubricated the process of exploring personal 

narrative.  In Stage One the focus was on my story: personal experience became 
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the point of access for all the women to engage in the project. As the women told 

their own stories they built a foundation of connection and resonance with the 

dramatic content that created bedrock for the devised drama of Stage Two. 

Strategies 

 
Eliciting personal narrative is not easy. Nor should it be. The stories of our 

lives reveal our weaknesses as much as our strengths and give clues to our 

vulnerabilities. They help others uncover the mystery of our self-projections 

and see through our personas. They can tell of our shame and misfortune, or 

place us in a category of ‘other’ that makes us vulnerable to social exclusion. 

With this in mind, I was conscious of the need to access disclosure in ways 

that enabled as much or as little revelation as each woman was prepared to 

explore. Typically, this became easier as the ensemble developed and trust 

grew. 

 

Initially, I used visual art as a means to access story. In year one of the project, 

the group numbers had become established by the third week, and in order to 

‘cement’ the group, I introduced a craft-based activity that allowed the women 

time to sit and chat with each other, and with me. I had provided each woman 

with a small white cardboard box, which she painted and decorated with 

cuttings from magazines and craft materials, attaching coloured wool, fabric, 

and found objects. The outside of the box represented how each woman 

portrayed herself to the world. The inside of the box, which serendipitously 

contained a smaller compartment with a lid, was to be decorated to represent 

what each woman ‘held inside’. The women put clippings that represented 

their secrets in this small compartment and were never asked about its 

contents. The atmosphere of these sessions was relaxed and the pace slow, 

and as each woman leafed through magazines, joking about celebrities, 

pointing out fashions they liked, and drinking coffee, they created their own 

Me Box  (the name the women gave to these boxes). This activity provided a 

container for the women to safely interact, to reflect, and to represent 

themselves metaphorically through visual images. Over the course of a couple 

of days the women gradually disclosed their stories: 
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I think cutting out all those photos and thinking back to the past you just 
sort of, I automatically just felt comfy and it brought out the stories 
(Interview – Rita) 
 
I’m glad that we waited a couple of weeks before we actually started doing 
the Me Boxes just because I keep everything bottled up, everything inside, so 
by waiting a couple of weeks before we actually started the Me Boxes it gave 
me a chance to get more comfortable because before the Me Boxes I 
wouldn’t really speak to Ndidi or anything like that, so I had to feel 
comfortable to be able to share those stories with them. (Interview - Zoe) 

 

In the second year, the women created flat clay masks in the style of Picasso. 

Using Picasso’s Woman in Hat and Fur Collar and other similar works as a 

stimulus for discussion, the women spoke of the different aspects of self. The 

women drew ‘Picasso faces’ and then sculpted clay versions, talking about 

aspects of their lives as they moulded the clay. They continued this over the 

following week, painting the clay and writing in their journals:  

Once I started to play with the clay, although I felt odd to start with, I sat 
and tried to think about who I am and how I think and how I see myself. 
(Reflection journal – Maggie) 
 
Working with clay is a way of expressing my emotions and my fears towards 
a better future. A chance I have never been able to have. (Reflection journal 
– May) 

 
These individual activities allowed each woman to enter the creative space at 

her own pace whilst being present in the group. Gently interwoven with 

casual chatter, these activities unlocked the door to disclosure through image 

and symbol and stimulated discussion around themes of identity.  

 

Following the use of visual art as a stimulus, I moved to accessing personal 

narratives more directly. In the first year, I drew on McAdams’ Life Story 

Interview (McAdams, 2008) to engage the women in an exploration of 

autobiographical content.15 They each created a timeline of significant life 

                                                        
15 My rationale for choosing this was twofold. First, feminist criminologists have 
urged us to view offenders as ‘people with life histories’ in order to better appreciate 
their trajectories from victimisation to offending (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004, 5; cf. 
Kruttschnitt & Carbone-Lopez, 2006). Second, McAdams’ work in the area of life 
history and redemption scripts inspired Maruna’s construction of the Liverpool 
Desistance study (2001) and the notion of secondary desistance.  
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events that corresponded with peak experiences, low points, turning points, 

an early memory, an adolescent memory, and ‘the next chapter’, representing 

this visually on butchers paper. These life events were used as a stimulus for 

image theatre activities (Boal, 1995); beginning with non-verbal exercises 

such as body sculpture and movement-based improvisation, gradually 

incorporating vocalisation and speech to develop small scenes using a form of 

playback methodology (H. Fox, 2007). These drama activities became the 

impetus for further development of the themes of ‘loss’ and ‘going home’. In 

year one, discussion was the prelude to dramatic working. Interestingly, as the 

women moved from simply narrating their stories to the embodiment of their 

stories through dramatic means, the autobiographical content becoming 

symbolically rich and emotionally charged. As the women saw each other’s 

stories unfold through image and metaphor, empathy and group trust 

increased. 

 

In the second year, this procedure was reversed: stories emerged through 

discussions that followed drama activities. Images and action came first. 

Beginning with image theatre activities (Boal, 1985), the women began to 

sculpt their bodies and interpret images. As they witnessed the vicissitudes of 

interpretation and the permutations of stories, they began to experience 

perspective-taking, not as a concept or as a rational process as taught through 

cognitive skills programs, but as an embodied phenomenon. This opened the 

door to reflecting upon their own stories through that image, and in so doing 

the women revealed small glimpses of personal narrative. By nesting 

fragments of self-disclosure within the symbolic frame of the image, the 

women were freed from the risks of ‘getting my story right’ or of ‘not being 

believed’. 

 

I next introduced physical theatre exercises that explored gesture, moving 

gradually to working with masks. This began to open up discussions around 

aspects of bodily characteristics, the presentation of self, of identity and of 

gender. Disclosure was not immediate, and certainly not without ambivalence; 

however, the drama activities became the forward scout, the toe-in-the-water 
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that enabled more extensive disclosure to follow. Next, themes of walls, 

goodbyes, addiction, voice, and incarceration stimulated images and 

improvisations that then led to the telling of personal narratives, written in 

journals or offered to the group. At this later stage the process often elicited 

more difficult narrative material, made possible through trust building and 

the gradual exposure to disclosing personal material. As the women shared 

stories through joint dramatic action, they began to recognise shared 

experiences. Most significantly, the women were now able to tolerate difficult 

stories – their own and those of others – and although these stories were at 

times challenging, the women were able to find solace in both their mutuality 

and their difference. The women’s journal entries reflect this: 

We talked about our wall and how we look at it. Some compared their wall 
to their life experiences. I found it very full on and sad, bringing back some 
memories and finding out we all have our stories, and also in very different 
circumstances. It is eye opening for me.  
 
One thing that came up for me during this session is that even though the 
story I was telling about my Goodbye was very painful, I have learnt to wear 
my mask well and put up that wall and not break down and show anyone 
too much emotion. I can sympathise with others but do not except sympathy 
well myself.  
 
As I told my story and it was acted out I felt such strong emotion. It was well 
acted on behalf of the girls. 
 
Crystal’s experience of not knowing how to use a GoCard [for the bus] after 
being locked up for so long – I found it sad for her but very real. May’s 
experience of discovering her broken relationship whilst talking amongst 
friends – that is a sad experience and something that could happen to 
anyone. I am approaching everything cautiously today, I don’t feel up to 
exposing myself today but I do find the girls talents always surprising 
though. 
 

 
 

Enabling Reflection 

 

The act of reconstructing meaning from experience is central, both to the theatre 

process and to the process of desistance. Being reflective is a skill: it involves 

making explicit both internal experiences and contextual nuances. It involves 

perception, interpretation, and judgement. It helps us organise our thoughts and 
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legitimise our feelings. But it is also a form of joint action. Reflection occurs in 

dialogue: with self, with others, with one’s culture.  It is a shared understanding 

of experience, an acknowledgment that we are all connected, and that action is 

not without implications for self and others.  

 

Being reflective involves finding a mirror in which to view one’s experience, and 

yet to distance from the image it reflects, in order to perceive, make sense, and 

evaluate. It involves making the time, the space and the opportunity for a 

reflective process to occur. As Prendergast and Saxton note “To slight or forget 

reflection as an imperative element in the operation of applied theatre is to lose 

the opportunity to exercise … the ability to anticipate what may happen, make 

plans, look after ourselves and other people responsibly and maintain our lives 

with thought and care” (2009, p. 203). This project introduced various methods 

in the service of encouraging reflection: group discussion (both formal and 

informal); journal writing; drawing; and through dramatic means, borrowing 

from reflective practices such as image theatre, forum theatre and playback 

theatre.  

 

The women’s journals became a place of solitude and reflection. In these journals 

they wrote and drew with pens, coloured pencils, and pastels; pressed flowers; 

and cut and pasted words and images from magazines. At various times during a 

session we would find our own space, a corner of the room where private 

contemplation and expression were possible. Even though I made it clear that 

these journals would be a part of the research process and therefore would be 

seen by me, the women nevertheless spoke through them with a powerful 

honesty: sometimes speaking directly to me and sometimes to themselves. In so 

doing they entered into a relationship with the material of the session: 

considering the personal relevance of a game or activity, finding a safe space to 

reveal a personal narrative, or exploring the shifting weather of emotions 

through a day’s workshop session.  
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I had believed group reflection to be an essential part of applied theatre practice, 

however for some time had found the artifice of the formal ‘check in’ in some 

applied theatre practice contrived. This is not to say that I did not see a place for 

rituals for beginning and ending a session; nor did I disregard the need for 

personal reflection; however, I avoided the ‘how are we feeling today’ circle, 

preferring instead to weave group and personal reflection and discussion 

throughout the process. This proved to be a constituent part of my methodology 

and something that my co-facilitators found a positive experience:  

The thing that was so different about this project was because you had dual 
skills, being an art maker and having psychological skills, if something came 
up then everyone would sit around and we would have a chat about it and 
then go back and do something else and if something else came up we’d 
have a chat about that, and it sort of flowed in a way that was really 
structured but allowed for things to come up or be dealt with. I liked the 
way you sort of get in there in the morning, sort of say hello, have a bit of a 
chat, warm into it, do a warm up and that in itself focused everybody rather 
than ‘let’s talk about how we’re feeling’ which can be so artificial. So it came 
up naturally during the day. (Interview – Amy, facilitation assistant year 
one) 

 

 

Activities segued into reflection and back again into drama activity. Reflection 

became both a tool for creating theatre and also a crucial aspect of the change 

process, something that would become part of my emerging practice approach. 

The act of observation of self-in-action shifted the status of the project from 

something that was a fun or leisure activity to something much more profound. 

Quite mundane experiences that occurred early in the process – when the 

women were ambivalent about drama and uninitiated in the whys and 

wherefores of theatre-making – were lifted to something much greater through 

reflection. A simple image or scenario became important, generating shifts as the 

women shared their insights, becoming the seed for yet more dramatic 

exploration and development. Reflection gave substance and relevance to each 

activity, stitching the drama work to their lives. Later, as reflective processes 

became established and practiced, reflection became integral to the development 

of the project. It fed the devising process, enhanced the aesthetic quality of the 

work in rehearsal and production, and finally became an extension of the 

performance through reflective practices with actors and audience.  
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In this way reflection became the bridge between the metaphorical world that 

the theatre experience created and the desistance process itself. According to 

Boal, “Only humans are capable of observing myself in action, this 

dichotomization allows me to change my way. … We observe ourselves and say, 

‘If I am here I can go there, If I have done like this, I can do like that’” (cited in 

Delgado & Heritage, 1996, p. 35). 

 

Stage Two: Our Story 

 
In Stage Two, the process shifted from a focus on my story to the generating of a 

collective story, a dialogical process that informed the devising of the play for 

performance. Devised theatre is a collaborative endeavour, requiring 

cooperation, and a democratisation of the drama process. In this way it can 

support women’s empowerment, and encourage women to develop cooperative 

relationships, both features of women’s desistance from crime. Devised theatre 

offers performers the opportunity to engage intellectually and creatively in 

discussions of the work, and in the exploration of social, moral and political 

ideas. Consistent with the rehabilitation aims of the project, selecting a devised 

theatre methodology provided the opportunity for each woman to engage 

intellectually in the process of self-reflection and to consider her actions against 

the background of a wider social context. 

 

Moving From ‘My Story’ to ‘Our Story’ 

 

Arising from the individual stories that emerged in Stage One, were 

commonalities of experience, those points of relational intersection that 

transformed the uniqueness of my story into just one expression of a larger 

collective story. It is here that we see the drama process as an act of social 

construction, the framing of personal narrative within the conventions of form 

and story: of success and failure, of love and loss, of journeys and returns, of fall 

and redemption. As we worked on fragments of story in dramatic form, 

embodying these stories and reacting to each other in the moment, a form of 
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‘joint action’ (Shotter, 1980) emerged: that continuously creative activity that 

points or gestures beyond oneself towards a collective reality. As the women 

acted and reacted, they created a new story, one that contained all of their stories 

and drew on broader social discourses. As Ken Gergen argues (1991) “we find 

autobiography is anything but autonomous; it is more properly sociobiography” 

(p. 164). 

 
In year one, the narrative material generated through the Life Story Interview 

activity crystallised the significance of the themes of going home and loss for the 

women. To begin the devising process, a collective timeline was developed, first 

through discussion and notated on butcher’s paper, and then through dramatic 

means. This was a ‘typical life story’ of a fictitious woman, who in some way 

represented a collective sense of self that was developing through the process. 

Charting her course, the women were keen for her to represent their lives, 

dismissing stories that portrayed experiences foreign to them, such as, in their 

particular case, drug addiction or violence. Using fragments of their own 

experience, they combined fact and fiction into “faction” (Gergen, 1991, p. 116) 

to produce a story of the ‘we’ that was present in the group, an account of a 

particular position within a larger story of women’s incarceration.  

 

The dramatisation of this account relied heavily on the use of the symbolic; 

combining various conventions such as movement, music, image and metaphor 

to assist the collective construction of the play, moving it beyond the personal 

possession of any one story to a level of social ownership. Each scene drew on 

different dramatic conventions: mime, image, movement and dance, poetry, song, 

clowning, and puppetry. As the women gave each scene dramatic shape they 

captured the essence of their stories, yet at the same time freed themselves from 

the bind of autobiography. What emerged was the emotional content rather than 

singular narratives, a theatre of affective colours portraying the meaning of 

leaving and going home, of loss, love, fear and hope.  

 

In the second year, allegory was used to move from the personal narratives 

elicited in Stage One, to a collective account. The year two group had chosen the 
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theme of incarceration as their focus for a play. As Maxine wrote in her journal, I 

think it’s about time to tell our stories as prisoners and the struggles we go 

through. Maggie came up with the phrase ‘things are not what they seem’ to 

describe the experience of prison life, and a discussion developed around this 

statement. During this discussion I referred to Alice in Wonderland and the way 

in which Lewis Carroll (2006/1865) portrayed an upside down world where 

things were contradictory. We explored this further, reading selections from 

Lewis Carroll’s books, looking at illustrations and various artist’s interpretations, 

and watching the 2010 movie of Alice in Wonderland (Dir. Tim Burton). As the 

women began to develop the idea of telling their stories through the characters 

and images of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking 

Glass, they shaped a new story that told of their lives. Once again the use of 

image, music, song and movement embraced and honoured the individual 

experiences of the women whilst releasing them from the vulnerability attached 

to testimonial. 

 

The prior step of eliciting personal narratives in Stage One activated the women’s 

investment in the process of developing this collective story. Participants in both 

years’ projects were vigilant about maintaining the integrity of the developing 

story, and seeing it develop in consonance with their own experience. Whilst 

they were keen to remain anonymous in the drama that was being devised, they 

also were insistent on the emerging piece being true to the essence of their 

experience. In the first year this was manifest in their choice of the crime that 

would be portrayed (fraud) and the motivation for that crime (pleasing the men 

in their life). Interestingly, in the second year the women expressed the concern 

that in using Alice in Wonderland as a basis for devising, they would be required 

to squeeze their stories into the Alice narrative, with some of the women’s 

journals noting the caveat that we shouldn’t fit with Alice story, it should fit with 

us. As Anya explains in her interview: 

The biggest thing that I got out of that was how protective we had all 
become of our stories. … I think the biggest resistance at first to the Alice 
concept was we don't want to force our stories into the character, or into 
the story of Alice. You know, we want to change Alice to fit our stories. And I 
was just really surprised about how protective everybody was of our – not of 
our own individual stories, but of our collective stories. I was really taken by 
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that, and moved by that. … Once I knew that our stories were going to keep 
their – I don't quite know – integrity, it was OK. Once I was confident that 
we were going to be able to tell our stories the way we wanted to tell them –
yeah, I found it easy. (Anya – interview) 

 

Anya’s fears were not realised, and she found the use of allegory allowed her to 

tell her story with a degree of distance. The women began to explore images and 

scenarios that used the themes of Wonderland, time being altered, falling down a 

hole, looking in the mirror, and off with her head, to explore elements of the Alice 

story. As they embodied and interpreted images, found and explored sounds and 

music, improvised and developed scenarios, they fed off each other’s action to 

develop a joint understanding of what these elements might mean. Meaning was 

emergent, in part from the Alice stories, but also from the background of their 

lives, a social background that already existed and permeated collective 

interpretation. As Wittgenstein explains, the meaning of action is “not what one 

man [sic] is doing now, but the whole hurly-burly is the background against 

which we see an action, and it determines our judgment, our concepts, and our 

reactions” (1980, no. 629). These women were drawing on their own stories, and 

yet were also drawing on a social knowledge that made these stories make sense. 

Thus a new interpretation was arising from the Alice motif, one that was, in a 

profound way, their own unique collective story.  

 

Devising and Democracy 

 
The investment that the women now had in the dramatic content encouraged 

their commitment to a process of devising theatre; one that demanded 

innovation, negotiation and the collaboration necessary to generate a coherent 

piece of theatre. Following their exploration of elements of the Alice story 

through image and improvisation, the women in year two reflected in their 

journals, prompted by the questions, What is Wonderland?, Who is Alice?, What is 

the rabbit hole?, What is the looking glass? : 

 My thoughts are that Wonderland is a fantasy place where Alice can 
escape reality. To find what’s real and what’s not real in life. A place 
where lessons are learnt. 
 

 Wonderland is the journey to find our way and who we are. 
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 The rabbit-hole is the descent into madness/rock bottom. 

 
 To be falling down the rabbit hole is to be lost and alone, loss of 

control. 
 

 Alice is a lost soul searching for freedom. Looking for herself. Looking 
for courage. 
 

 Wonderland is a place to face fears. 
 

 Time is distorted here in prison – who am I? Where am I going? 
When will I get there? 
 

 Looking glass – looking at yourself you recognise things… seeing the 
real world even though it’s a painful process. 

 
(Excerpts from various women’s journals) 

 

One woman, May, was motivated to write a lengthy story in her journal of her fall 

from grace, which she entitled “A Real Story about Falling Down the Rabbit-hole” 

likening her experience to Alice.  

[Excerpt] I felt I was literally in a dark, deep pit, not able to get out….When I 
woke up I didn’t want to wake up to the reality of now where I was, since I 
had shifted location (Melbourne to Sunshine Coast). When I went to sleep, I 
didn’t want to go to sleep, I would read & read & read, had a few glasses of 
wine … falling so far I couldn’t get out … 

 

Interpretations and ideas emerged that would become the basis for a collective 

reconfiguration of the Alice story that would become our script. This material 

congealed into scenes, and gradually a narrative arch began to emerge. The 

women would all be Alice, on a journey through despair and addiction, 

incarceration, and finally, redemption. They were keen to portray their prison 

experience to the audience and especially to their families; this place where 

nothing was as it seemed, this place of confusion, fear and nonsense. We then 

began to explore the works of Lewis Carroll, finding sections of Carroll’s text that 

became the basis for scenic development. 
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In the first year, I took a more directive role in initiating the theatricalisation of 

the women’s stories. Perhaps this was because that I was still exploring the 

devising process in this setting, or perhaps because this smaller group of women 

were uninitiated in any drama process and lacked confidence to explore 

creatively. I did find, however, that as each scene began to evolve, the women 

started to take a more active role in the creative process. I was keen to 

democratise the devising process as much as possible, and so with the women’s 

mounting confidence, I introduced the notion of ‘play’ where we would explore 

different ideas and approaches dramatically, seeking alternatives, and allowing 

the creative freedom to draw the scenes in different ways. It was clear to me that 

the women also found security in knowing that I was there to direct things, and 

could grow their ideas theatrically; so each week I would take their ideas home 

to use as the basis for script development, presenting them the following week 

with a scene for further working as a group. I was also keen to use an eclectic 

range of dramatic genres and devices, and introduced the women to puppetry, 

clowning, and mime. The balance between instruction and exploration 

demanded an awareness of the shifting dynamics of the group and alertness to 

the women’s individual needs for security and risk-taking at any one time. What 

became evident in year one was the necessity to support creative risk-taking. 

In the second year the group was larger, and my experience in year one had 

given me confidence to further develop the devising process. In year two, my 

methodology consolidated. The use of allegory in year two provided a framework 

that engaged the women’s imaginations and contextualised their exploration. 

They began to find symbolic links with their own stories of ‘falling’: confusion, 

addiction, incarceration and redemption. The Caterpillar became their drug 

dealer; the Red Queen became a symbol of judgment; Tweedledum and 

Tweedledee, their correctional officers; and the Mad Hatter’s tea party, their 

experiences with difficult inmates. Once again, my task was to balance: 

facilitation with direction, actors’ input with my input, imaginative play with 

scene development. I became a weaver, threading the weft of their ideas with the 

warp of narrative coherence. My desire to democratise the devising process was 

in constant negotiation with my ultimate responsibility to steer the theatrical 
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ship towards performance, drawing upon that director’s instinct of being able to 

time theatrical development towards a performance deadline. What emerged 

within this context were the significance of collaboration and the potential for 

empowerment through mutual support. Whether it was laughing at each other’s 

comedic efforts, applauding Kath’s slinky dance as the Cheshire cat, or crying as 

they watched Alice and the White Rabbit in their final scene, the women’s 

respect for each other’s efforts denoted a genuine engagement and cooperation. 

Rather than a radical democratisation, this process called for skill sharing, the 

division of responsibilities and the development of respect as we exchanged 

ideas. Within this frame, it was my task to structure the show, balancing pathos 

and humour to develop a cohesive script. 

Creative Development 

 
As a narrative arc emerged, we began to add aesthetic layers to the work, 

enhancing the images with scene development, music, and props. In the first year 

I used recorded music to generate both mood and content for scenes. This 

ranged from Phillip Glass to Dolly Parton, providing the discursive sea in which 

the actors swam; the cultural substance that defined both the narrative and 

stylistic content and infused each scene with meaning and aesthetic resonance. 

The women’s stories were now a part of a larger musical discourse, and one into 

which we as audience were already initiated; a musical landscape that spoke of 

clowns, machines, loss, feminism and home. The women’s vignettes became 

elevated against this musical background, and with the inclusion of lighting and 

props, developed an aesthetic that invited emotional resonance. It was this 

theatrical layering that seemed to heighten the power of the women’s stories, or 

as one participant, Rita, put it, allowed them to touch the heart. Home Again 

emerged as physical, visual theatre against a musical backdrop.  

 

In the second year I found music that used the Lewis Carroll’s Alice stories as 

inspiration: Her Name is Alice by Shinedown (2008) began the show, and became 

the name of the play. Similarly White Rabbit recorded by Jefferson Airplane 

(Slick, 1967) and Blondie’s Rip Her to Shreds (Harry & Stein, 1976) became 

integral to our collaborative development of the scenes of addiction and media 
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persecution respectively. Our vocal work in Stage One, allowed me to expand our 

use of music to include live performance: developing the women’s contribution 

through song and instrumental playing. As documented earlier, the women 

performed a harmonised rendition of All Through the Night, telling of their first 

night of incarceration; an adaptation of the original song Girl in the Mirror by 

Jörgen Elofsson (2000) became a duet for two guitars and voices, to which two 

masked and mirrored beings tormented Alice with images of herself; and Willie 

Nelson’s Crazy (1961) sung by the Mad Hatter with her ukulele, and harmonised 

by the March Hare and Dormouse, became both a feature of the black comedy 

portrayed in the inmate’s tea party and a strangely poignant anthem of longing 

for lost love. Through music, dance and song these scenes became infused with a 

vibrancy and immediacy that touched the audience.  

 

The creative development of each work necessitated a process of editing and 

refining, providing a logic to the narrative and a smooth transition between 

scenes. This became possible once the outline of the play had been developed 

and individual scenes refined. In the first year we determined that a fictional 

woman’s life story – one that had emerged from the women’s narratives – would 

be staged as a series of vignettes, utilising a variety of drama conventions. 

Although each scene was a discreet story in and of itself, there was also a 

chronology that followed the life of this ‘factional’ woman from early childhood 

to adult incarceration and beyond. Music was used to move from one scene to the 

other, weaving through images, poetry, physical theatre, clowning, puppetry and 

mask work, to bind the vignettes into a cohesive whole. In year two, the narrative 

was embedded in the Alice story, an allegory that enabled the group to tell of a 

woman who would journey through a place where things were not as they 

seemed, a Wonderland of crime and incarceration, to a place of redemption. 

These scenes segued from one to the next as Alice followed the White Rabbit, 

who, as the character that represented time, relentlessly drew Alice through her 

adventures. 
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How to End? 

 
Determining the ending of each play was a significant decision point in the 

devising process. In year one I was keen to develop a scene that would privilege 

the interaction between the actors and the audience. I was aware of the 

importance of providing opportunities for the engagement between offenders 

and their community to the process of desistance, and sought to build this into 

the performance. In Home Again, the final scene became a ritualised encounter 

with the audience – described in more depth in Chapter Eight – a form of 

redemptive ritual that broke the fourth wall to enable interaction with the 

audience. During the devising of this scene, the women developed the idea of 

playing with balloons as a way to interact with the audience. The women 

determined that they would play with white balloons emblazoned with the word 

HOPE, keeping these aloft while they sang Carole King’s Home Again (1971). 

Through each performance they began to hit the balloons into the audience, 

retrieving them, moving up the aisle, hitting them back again to audience 

members and encouraging the audience to keep the balloons afloat. The message 

was clear: it is also your responsibility to keep our hope alive. 

 

In year two, how to end the show was becoming a dilemma. It was a week and a 

half before opening night of Her Name is Alice, and we had still not devised an 

ending that satisfied the group. The women had decided that Alice’s fears were to 

be represented by the Jabberwocky, designed and built by May, a large 

appropriately grotesque papier mâché head (reminiscent of Maurice Sendak’s 

Where the Wild Things Are (1963)), that fitted above a hidden cloaked actor, 

enabling the wearer to become the enormous, grotesque beast that would 

emerge upstage through the looking glass. In Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking 

Glass, Alice slays the Jabberwocky with a sword. We had tried three or four 

different ways to depict this, but nothing felt right. As the women sat talking 

together about their fears – about facing one’s demons, slaying dragons, and self-

acceptance – Anya asked “What if Alice didn’t slay the Jabberwocky? What if she 

danced with him?” As we developed this idea, a moving scene began to emerge, 

with the White Rabbit gently encouraging Alice to view her reflection in a hand 
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mirror before leading her to the giant looking glass upstage. As the White Rabbit 

exits through the looking glass, the Jabberwocky appears. Alice, initially 

frightened, gradually moves towards the Jabberwocky, taking his hand and 

leading him downstage. The two begin to dance, Arvo Pärt’s Spiegel im Spiegel 

(Mirror in the Mirror) (1978) accompanying their gentle waltz. Anya’s written 

reflections describes the meaning this scene held for her: 

Rather than cut out and slay the things that were ugly within her; Alice 
accepted them, loved them, forgave them (and herself), and found peace. I 
was nervous about how the audience might react to our ending – would 
they think that we had no right to want forgiveness? Would they think that 
we did not deserve any kind of peace, for having committed the crimes we 
had committed?... I needn’t have worried. The audience was moved. Most of 
them crying. We could hear their sobs, sense their understanding and 
empathy from across the footlights, even though we could not see them. In 
the Q&A and in our interactions with them afterwards, it was clear that they 
understood our message. They were reaching out to us and we belonged 
again. 

 

Stage Two – Concluding Thoughts 

 
In both years of the project, Stage Two shifted the focus from my story to our 

story, through a process of collaborative narrative construction. Using image and 

allegory, the devising process led us beyond testimonial theatre, to a theatre of 

collective experience, embedded in a discursive landscape that entreated the 

women and their audience to find a commonality.  

 

Both the process and the context demanded my reflection upon issues of 

authorship and democracy, especially considering the importance of voice for 

incarcerated women. I needed to balance my responsibility to steer the theatrical 

ship towards performance with engaging the women deeply in the devising 

process, demanding a presence to my facilitation. This balancing became a 

feature of the project and indeed of the research itself; a manipulation of ‘hats’ as 

director, psychologist and researcher, and of the project’s concerns for both 

artistic merit and rehabilitative value.  
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Stage Three: Performing Our Story 

 
This final section gives an account of the third stage of the project: the 

preparation for public performance of the devised works. Stage Three aimed for 

aesthetic enrichment, to lead the women to a point of confidence in their 

performance, and to provide an opportunity for the women to engage with their 

community in new ways.  

 

Rehearsal and Production 

  
As a script emerged we began to experience the propulsion towards 

performance. Rehearsals involved the reworking of scenes and the eventual 

consolidation of content and action. With repetition, the women’s confidence 

grew, freeing them to explore their onstage presence and immerse themselves 

more fully in the moment. As director, I raised the bar gradually but relentlessly. 

The women were being initiated into the ‘discipline’ of theatre, and were now 

being called upon to work with commitment and persistence. I was aware of the 

need to temper this discipline, gently encouraging the women to new levels of 

finesse in their performance skills: asking or refining too much could be 

perceived as criticism, too little may not fully explore their capacity for, or 

experience of, artistic development.  

 

Rehearsal involved developing stagecraft, something quite different from the 

participatory drama skills that Stage One explored or the creative endeavours of 

Stage Two. This was about technique: how to enter, how to exit, how to use the 

stage, how to move props and sets, where to look, how to avoid upstaging, how 

to remain in character. I became aware that this was only possible as an 

extension of the work already done, building upon the trust and the sense of 

ensemble that had developed over the course of the project. Somewhat 

surprisingly, the women threw themselves into this stage of the project. Not only 

did they react positively to the demands of repetition and refinement, but also 

began to rehearse on their own between our sessions. There was a new 

confidence that permeated the group, and a desire for excellence.  
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Prop-making and set building also became an important part of this stage of the 

process. Often the women would tire during rehearsal, and I would find the 

afternoon session less productive. I learned to shift gears, introducing set-

building or prop-making during the afternoon. This became yet another 

opportunity for the women to engage informally with facilitators and each other 

whilst they worked, to slow down, discuss their ideas, or simply chat about other 

things that were on their mind. It provided an opportunity for those with talents 

and skills in visual art or design to shine and instruct others. In the first year 

these sessions were used to paint a backdrop, create props, and sew sock 

puppets. In the second year, and with a larger scale production, sets were built 

and painted, the Jabberwocky was made, songs and instruments were practiced, 

and costumes were created. As the women created a visual world, the 

productions took shape. The backdrop painted on a large bed sheet, became 

integral to the opening scene in Home Again. The Alice house, the giant looking 

glass and the Jabberwocky were created by the women and became a defining 

and framing feature of the action in Her Name is Alice. Afternoon sessions were 

slower and more reflective than the rigours of the morning rehearsal period, and 

although more individually motivated, were nonetheless important for creating 

ensemble, and a sense of purpose. 

 

Production week saw the women being bussed to the university each day for 

final rehearsals, and this provided opportunities for the women to work with 

staff and students who were assisting with technical production. For most of 

these women, the university theatre represented a world that that was quite 

foreign: all but two had no experience of tertiary education and all but one had 

never before attended the theatre. None of the women had experienced 

performing on stage nor had they experienced the workings of a theatre. Here 

the women assisted with bump in, watched and waited while lighting was 

programmed, and organised props backstage. They experienced the patience 

required during technical rehearsal and felt the mounting excitement of the 

dress rehearsal. This was an environment filled with possibility and one that 

seemed to capture their imaginations. In this space they made a transition from 

offender to theatre artist, if only for that week. 
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The Aesthetics of Interventionist Art 

 
Stage Three demanded attention be paid to an emerging aesthetic, a way of 

experiencing beyond the everyday, that creating theatre for performance offered 

the women. On entering both the physical space of the university theatre and the 

aesthetic space of theatre, a new mode of being became possible, one that held 

the radical potential to enable change in ways that included the affective and the 

sensorial. Here the women were experiencing the value of beauty, of expression, 

and of surprise.  

 

Production week was finally here. As the women arrived at the university for the 

their first rehearsal, they entered through a door to the university theatre that 

took them across the empty stage. As they entered the black box, the excited 

chatter that had accompanied their trip from the Helana Jones Centre to the 

University ceased. The women quietened. They sat on rostra staring into the 

empty black space, awe replacing anticipation. As quiet comments interrupted 

the silence they spoke of how things were going to be, visualising themselves in 

scenes from the play. I was witnessing imagination at work, and the women 

becoming actors. But it was more than this. Somehow the physical space of the 

theatre was transporting them to a realm of possibility that freed them from the 

limitations of the prison environment. In here anything was possible: Alice could 

fall down the rabbit hole and dance with the Jabberwocky. In here, new worlds 

were being created, and new selves. It was as if, in that moment, the black box 

became a metaphor for the possibility of transformation.  

 

The addition of lighting and sound, sets, props and costumes, and the refinement 

and finessing of action within the new space, propelled their endeavour into a 

new realm, in which questions about quality were asked and artistic judgements 

made. The women became more aware of the importance of their artistic efforts, 

somehow equating being in the theatre with a valuing of their work. As 

university staff and students assisted with set construction, rigging lights and 

plotting sound, the women witnessed others respecting them as artists, 
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consulting with them, and adding to the artistry of their efforts. This was not only 

about ‘looking more professional’ as the women put it, but of being immersed in 

a new value system; one where they felt valued and respected.  

 

As the work became enhanced throughout production week, the women were 

also experiencing beauty, not necessarily in terms of the content (much of what 

they portrayed was disturbing) but in form. As Susanne Langer suggests: 

“Beautiful works may contain elements that, taken in isolation, are hideous”, but 

when taken as a whole “the emergent form … is alive and therefore beautiful, as 

awful things may be – as gargoyles, and fearful African masks, and Greek 

tragedies of incest and murder, are beautiful” (Langer, 1953, p. 395). Here the 

women could evoke the experience of something extraordinary, of small 

moments when something could occur that was worthy of being called Art, 

something that was inexplicable and too difficult to measure, yet a moment in 

and of itself profound. Here the red ribbons that rippled across the stage as they 

spoke of the pain of separation from their children, or the power of a blue light as 

they sang All Through the Night, touched them in ways that had not previously 

been possible. Beauty of form called the women to experience the affective and 

sensorial qualities of their experience, and at times they would cry or fall silent 

after rehearsing a scene. This response seemed to invite reflection, with new 

conversations emerging and a new camaraderie evident.  

 

In these moments the aesthetic and the instrumental were inextricably linked; 

theatre was challenging the women in new ways – not only in its content, but 

also in its form. It was also challenging the audience in ways beyond being 

merely passive recipients of a ‘message’ or a supportive cheer squad for a 

‘constructive activity’. Here the women and their audience could share a 

sensorial and emotive world where Art could do its work to bring about a 

collective experience. Here the world of form and symbol could take the audience 

and the women on a journey to a place beyond the everyday, to a place that they 

might not otherwise travel together. Here it made no sense to tease out the 

artistic from the instrumental: this was a space where the aesthetic dimension of 

the performance was integral to the central effectiveness of the project.  
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Performance and Audience Engagement 

  
In year one, the initial performance was in the Helana Jones Centre visitor’s area 

where we had been working together over the preceding weeks. We curtained 

the space with blacks, and with simple lighting and sound transformed it into a 

theatre. This first performance was our toe in the water, a preview for the other 

inmates and some invited guests who could not attend the next performance at 

the University. Our expectations regarding the reception by the other inmates 

was low – at best we were predicting indifference, at worst, perhaps 

disparagement. What we had not considered was the power of the piece to move 

these women in ways that the Centre had not previously experienced: a cathartic 

response to the piece that left many moved or in tears. Staff on duty reported 

staying up late, talking with the inmates who had attended the performance, 

providing support and follow up in subsequent days. Those officers, whose role 

was to provide case management to the Centre’s inmates, reported that this 

performance provided a platform for new conversations with those who had 

attended. It was at this moment that we knew that the women’s stories had 

become all of our stories. This incident highlights not only the importance of 

respecting the power of theatre to move, to break down walls and find 

commonality, but also the importance of ensuring support and follow-up is at 

hand for other inmates who might be witnessing such performances.  

 

The women then performed at the University theatre for audiences consisting of 

dignitaries, arts practitioners, academics, students, those working in criminal 

justice settings, stakeholders, chaplains and welfare workers, service providers 

to offenders, the inmates’ families, and correctional staff. In the second year, the 

numbers of those requesting tickets expanded, with the above stakeholders 

bringing along guests, friends and family, necessitating two extra performances. 

Audience members were required to book through Corrections due to limited 

seating availability, and a desire to ensure that those people most likely to have a 

connection with the women were given the opportunity to attend. There was 

also some desire on the part of Corrections to protect the women from rogue 
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media or negative members of the public (and considering a performance by 

inmates for a public audience in a public venue had not previously occurred in 

Queensland there was a tendency towards political caution). Audience members 

therefore tended to be either supportive or curious, and were, as a collective, 

neither naïve nor overly sophisticated, but willing and receptive.   

 

Although somewhat selective, this mix of attendees made for a sufficiently 

heterogeneous audience to enable interesting responses to be gauged, both 

during and after the performances. The importance of public performance will be 

analysed in detail in Chapter Nine; however, performance for a community 

audience proved to be an essential part of the project, and one that enabled new 

ways for the women to relate to their community. The moment within 

performance that lay between actor and audience became significant: 

simultaneously a giving and a receiving of the story, a telling and a listening, an 

action and a reaction that fed back upon itself creating empathic momentum. 

Applause and silence, laughter and tears fed the performance; and in that 

moment the women knew they had a voice. 

 

Similarly, the opportunities afforded by the question and answer session post-

performance, enabled a meeting of worlds. This proved to be a significant part of 

the encounter between the women and their community, and a core component 

of the methodology, trialled in the first year and repeated in the second. 

Following the final curtain call, we disrupted the mise-en-scène, raising the 

houselights as I crossed the fourth wall to join the women sitting on chairs across 

the stage. The conversation began, at first with praise and assurance that 

confirmed the applause, then increasingly with more probing questions. 

Audience members engaged with the women, asking questions about aspects of 

the project and about the women’s experience of the process. More often than 

not, audience members made statements rather than asked questions, told their 

own story or recalled how the scene resonated with their own experience. This 

session became a reinforcement of the audience’s response, another medium 

where the women could sense the affirmation of the audience or the reception of 

a message.  



 145 

 

Following this session, a casual supper was served, enabling the women to mix 

freely with the audience and more informally engage. This became another level 

at which the women experienced affirmation, many reporting meaningful 

moments when she had been approached by a stranger, or perhaps by a family 

member or by staff or service providers and congratulated or encouraged. It also 

provided an informal context for audience members to speak together, 

discussing the project, the content, or their reactions, enriching and crystallising 

their experience of the performance. Buoyed by the women’s elation post-

performance, this community supper gave a context where the women could 

meet their community with a new confidence. 

 

Post-Project Considerations 

 
‘Bump out’ – the time of exiting the theatre, of pulling down sets and the packing 

up of costumes – becomes for any theatrical production a time of letting go, and 

in some cases, of a type of grieving. For many of the women involved, in both 

years, post-production was a strange and uncomfortable period. Having 

increasingly become engrossed in the process of creation and rehearsal, and 

experiencing the elation of performance, the women then returned to the routine 

of prison life. The theatre had been a place of freedom and possibility, and they 

were now returning to the confines of incarceration.  

 

I had briefed prison management about the possibility of a letdown effect 

following the performances, and measures were put in place to prepare the 

women. Management responded with sensitivity, allowing the women the 

following days off work and providing places to take time out and sit together as 

a group, enabling a natural debriefing to occur. This move by staff showed a 

respect for the power of ensemble formation, an appreciation of the attachments 

and the sense of purpose that the women had formed together over time. It also 

allowed the women time to absorb the transition in their relationship with self 

and others that had occurred throughout the project, and to turn their attention 

to working through new insights. Case management became a critical factor in 
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supporting this process and staff reported that the theatre project became a 

reference point for many future discussions with inmates.  

 

I also returned to the Centre on a couple of occasions, to both formally debrief 

the women through group discussion and individual interview, and then to chat 

more informally as I returned goods or debriefed with senior staff. Sometime 

later, we held a DVD screening of the show where the women gathered to watch 

their performances. As we sat watching their performance on the screen, 

laughter and anecdotes abounded as the old camaraderie returned, and with it, 

knowledge that together we had taken a road less travelled. 

 

Conclusion 

 
This chapter has provided an account of the implementation of the InsideOut 

Theatre project through its three stages, tracing the project from the eliciting of 

individual stories through to the development of a theatre of collective stories 

shared through public performance. The intention of this chapter has been to 

provide the reader with a birds-eye view of the project: a background against 

which the analysis in the following chapters might rest, and a mud-map of 

experience that may guide similar work, highlighting the pitfalls and the insights 

gained through implementing the project over two years.  

 

It also follows an aesthetic of process that values both the working through and 

the end-point of performance as aesthetic experiences in their own right. The 

practice methodology described here was aimed at deepening this aesthetic 

experience of participation as the women moved through the stages, culminating 

in performance and a quest for artistry: an aesthetic of both process and product.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

REFLECTIONS OF PRIMARY DESISTANCE: A THEATRE OF DOING 
 

“The greater the doubt, the greater the awakening; the smaller the doubt, the smaller the 
awakening. No doubt, no awakening.” C-C Chang. The Practice of Zen 

 

Introduction 

 
The aim of Part IV is to articulate an exploratory account of the ways in which 

the women’s experience of an applied theatre project might reflect aspects of the 

desistance process. The analysis aims to capture a view of prison theatre as 

refracted through the prism of the new desistance framework, by content 

analysing material collected throughout the project against theories of primary, 

secondary and tertiary desistance. These chapters interweave my voice with 

those of the women, correctional staff, and co-facilitators; through interviews, 

reflection journals, the devised scripts, and descriptions of the theatre process 

itself. In so doing, Part IV provides a ‘way of seeing differently’, articulating a 

theatre of doing, being and belonging. 

 

In this chapter, the focus is on the behavioural dimension of the desistance 

process, and how behavioural change might have been inspired (to use McNeill’s 

term) within the theatre project. As such, there is no suggestion that the chapter 

is intended to provide an account of whether or not participation in the theatre 

projects led to individual offenders sustaining their moves away from crime. 

Rather, the concern here is to highlight those aspects of a prison theatre project 

that have relevance to the theoretical construct of primary desistance.  

 

Primary desistance is concerned with action, with doing. Maruna and Farrell 

(2004) have distinguished primary desistance (the absence of criminal 

behaviour) from secondary desistance (or a related and subsequent shift in 

identity). King (2013) has reconceptualised primary and secondary desistance as 

early stages of the desistance process that co-occur. If desistance is indeed a 
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process rather than a destination, then the move away from criminal behaviour 

is not an absolute or immediate phenomenon, but involves behavioural 

exploration and vacillation. Primary desistance, then, involves not only a change 

in one’s behaviour away from criminality, but the readiness for changed 

behaviour. It is the exploration of risk and change through experience.  

 

The ways in which these incarcerated women, who were moving towards the 

end of their sentences, navigated their way through the theatre project in many 

ways reflects aspects of the move towards primary desistance as identified by 

King. Early signs of identity reconstruction were interwoven with periods of 

ambivalence and a return to old behaviours, and hope was tinged with fear. 

Within the context of the theatre project, the imperative to act differently was 

significant: these women were being asked to radically explore new ways of 

doing, ways that called for collaboration, trust and mutually beneficial action in 

the service of developing an artistic enterprise.  

 

The experience of doing things differently led to tentative shifts in both 

motivation and action. Changes in motivation were fundamentally embodied, 

witnessed as either low physical energy or active involvement. Most participants 

had good days and bad days, where behaviour would reflect their vacillation 

between cooperation and resistance, between enthusiasm and lethargy, and 

between empathy and self-absorption.  

 

Interestingly, this behavioural vacillation was mirrored in the artistic dimension, 

with lethargy on the part of the participants producing more impoverished 

artistic outcomes, and greater energy increasing the richness of the aesthetic 

experience. Yet it was not one-way: aesthetic engagement also fed back into 

changed action. With each visceral experience of beauty, of repulsion, of rhythm, 

or of poetry, the women’s behavioural shifts were reinforced. Change became 

tangible through the theatrical medium. To be self-serving or uncooperative 

didn’t feel right on stage. As the women’s investment in the project grew, so too 

did self-reflection, and doing things differently – both behaviourally and 

artistically. Behavioural change was most clearly evident in production week, 
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where the challenge of performance solidified commitment and responsibility, 

and gave form to collaborative action and self-regulation. Once again, these 

changes were inexorably intertwined with the developing aesthetic of the 

performance: as the richness of the theatrical experience grew so too were 

behavioural shifts solidified.  

 

Ambivalence and the Importance of Trust 

 
The move towards primary desistance, those “first faltering steps of a journey 

taken by individuals on the threshold of change” (Healy & O’Donnell, 2008, p. 

28), is initially an act of courage. These are steps into the unknown, supported by 

a scaffolding of supportive others to move towards the development of both the 

human and social capital necessary to move away from crime. Each woman’s 

choice to engage with the project, her decision to stay, and her negotiation of 

ambivalence towards various aspects of the process, reflected these first 

faltering steps of the desistance journey.  

 

The theatre project offered a space where the women could experience 

ambivalence whilst gradually moving towards self-reflection and doing 

differently. Here commitment and fear could coexist, new relationships and 

behaviours explored, and new identities tested. This journey into the unknown 

was challenging, yet enticing enough to ignite curiosity and encourage 

persistence. The theatrical space became a magnet that could both attract and 

repel at the same time, providing a context for ambivalence that enabled 

exploration, risk and potential change. 

 

Almost invariably, the women were initially sceptical about the project, largely in 

terms of it being ‘outside of their comfort zone’. Theatre was something that they 

had neither previously experienced nor saw as part of their identity: 

It’s different because I haven’t done any of that before, so, just the whole 
process of actually acting when we started, I’m sorry but I was thinking, ‘Me 
acting? yeah, right, sure, I’ll put that on my ‘maybe never’ pile’. (Interview – 
Zoe) 
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You know, I’m thinking about theatre and I’ve never really been involved in 
it and I don’t consider myself to be a creative person, you know, so the first 
thing you think is “theatre – you need to be creative don’t you?” (Interview 
– Maxine) 
 
Because you go up there and you think ‘oh my gosh this is theatre’.  I have 
no idea … This is like real theatre … At first I was a bit sceptical about it and 
I thought ‘oh no this isn’t really for me’. (Interview – Sonja) 

 

The women’s ambivalence during those first sessions brought with it the need 

for flexibility of content, and a delivery style that read the mood and pace of the 

group. These women had no reason to trust either the process or me. I knew 

from my work in prisons facilitating rehabilitation programs, and as a clinical 

psychologist, that the therapeutic alliance always comes first. My first job was to 

build trust, not to throw everyone into a drama workshop.  

 

Ambivalence was most pronounced during Stage One of the project, which 

largely involved an introduction to the development of theatre skills using drama 

games and physical and vocal warm-up exercises:  

I had no idea why we were doing it, singing out these things, and all this. In 
the beginning, I honestly didn’t want to do it. I was just like, ‘What the hell 
are we doing here? This is ridiculous. We’re coming up here to do a play and 
what the hell are we doing?’ So, yeah, I thought that was pretty bizarre. 
(Interview – Maggie) 
 
So the first part of the process was just getting together and getting used to 
the idea of being ridiculous; and making a noise and not caring about the 
noise, and what it sounds like and everything. And for me that was 
challenging because you're in jail and the last thing you want to do is leave 
yourself open for ridicule. So to stand there and invite people to judge you 
and make fun of you and everything is very very difficult. (Interview – 
Anya) 

 
These activities were completely foreign to the women’s experience, yet as time 

went on, each began to accommodate and enjoy the process, accepting the 

challenge of the new: 

Then after that yeah I felt overwhelmed at first and then going out of my 
comfort zone and that due to the noises and that, but then it was quite 
funny and I really enjoyed it. (Interview – Kath)  
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Well getting more confident with doing the noises and doing the warm-ups 
and stuff like that, sitting and talking about it, but coming out of my shell I’d 
have to say and being a little bit more open, was good. (Interview – Penny) 

 

 

Ambivalence was not only seen at the outset. In various ways and to varying 

degrees it permeated the project, with each woman experiencing difficulties in 

her own way at different points. The women vacillated between withholding and 

contributing, between wariness and trust, and between resistance and surrender 

to the group process. As they vacillated, they explored: their own boundaries, 

their courage, and their tolerance for others’ behaviours and ideas. 

No. I’ve changed. I’ve definitely changed my opinion on that so, yeah, 
definitely between when we started and later. There was a number of times, 
you know, going to the workshops where it’s like ‘not again’ and, you know, 
but as time went on and you sort of saw it all coming together you thought, 
‘this is going somewhere! This is really good.’(Interview – Penny) 
 
What is challenging about the theatre group?? Different things have been 
mentioned – the physical demands, having to think for yourself, the 
emotions that come up … Personally, I don’t find it challenging physically & 
having to think for myself and also feel are not a problem. For me, it is 
facing fears. Fears of appearing a fool, fear of ridicule, fear of making a 
noise. It is challenging, it is exhausting, but it is Good! (Reflection – Anya) 

 

Initially, some found telling their stories difficult. Although participants could 

choose their own level of disclosure for any activity, some found disclosing 

aspects of their own narrative more confronting than disclosing feelings, 

thoughts or opinions.  

When we sat down to start telling stories and that, I still have not told all 
my stories, because I still don’t trust the people in that group. I discussed my 
feelings about certain things, but I still wouldn’t discuss stories or stuff like 
that ... I was always struggling because I wanted to say stuff, and then I’m 
like, “No, don’t”. I really, really struggled with that process. I really did 
struggle. (Interview – Kath) 
 
It’s like I don’t want to be vulnerable. I don’t want them to see any of my 
weaknesses or anything like that. As much as we don’t want it to happen, 
they still do go and talk about things when they leave there … I went, “I’m 
not opening up. I’m definitely not opening up in this forum.” That aside, it 
gave me a lot of – not respect – but a lot of tolerance for some of the people 
in the group when they were telling some of their stories. (Interview – 
Maggie) 

 



 153 

Often the women would experience a sense of ambivalence when faced with the 

emotional challenges of the process, but were rewarded by their own 

persistence: 

I would tell them to sign up and just do it. Because it might feel a bit slow at 
the beginning, just stay with it to go right through to the end. You might 
find it hard some days and the harder it is, well then it’s working. Because 
there were times when I wanted to walk away. Sometimes I felt like I was 
just feeling emotionally drained. It was when we were doing the wall – that 
was one of the hardest ones for me. When we had to visualise this wall 
because mine’s just this black horrible red wall. There were days when it 
was really hard and I just wanted to go ‘Nup I can’t do this emotionally, I 
can’t do it.’ But sticking it out was the best thing I ever did. (Interview – 
Kath) 
 
My reflection of this morning is one of a lot of different feelings. The skit was 
great of the sweeping under the carpet, all the feelings etc. … a great 
achievement. Talking about these different feelings and doing the scene 
brings back many memories, sometimes I’d rather forget, but in saying that, 
I know I’m going to the next stage of my life and I feel very confident that 
being here and doing this has been good for me, even on my own, to really 
find myself. (Reflection – May) 

 

Interestingly, persistence was aided by action: it was the embodied experience of 

the emotional state that allowed the women to experience discomfort and start 

to find a sense of mastery in dealing with that emotion. In psychological terms, 

this confrontation with emotional difficulty and then the persistence to ‘stay with 

it’ seemed to enlarge their “window of tolerance” 16 (Seigel, 1999; Corrigan, 

Fisher & Nutt, 2010), the building blocks of resilience. Relevant here is the work 

of psychotherapists and neuroscientists in the area of complex trauma (see 

Ogden, Minton & Pain, 2006; Levine, 2010; van der Kolk, 2014), which 

emphasises the crucial role that the body plays in regulating physiological, 

behavioral, and mental states. This ‘bottom up’ approach to psychotherapy 

focuses on the development of somatic awareness and the employment of 

movement interventions to help trauma recovery. Ogden’s work seeks to assist 

the client to move in ways that fulfil an incomplete action that the body was 

                                                        
16 The “window of tolerance” model of autonomic arousal proposes that between the extremes of 
sympathetic hyperarousal and parasympathetic hypoarousal is a ‘window’ or range of optimal 
arousal states in which emotions can be experienced as tolerable and experience can be 
integrated. When people are within this zone, they are typically able to readily receive, process, 
and integrate information and otherwise respond to the demands of everyday life without much 
difficulty. 
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unable to originally perform during the fight and flight response at the time of a 

traumatic event. This may be a postural shift, a gesture, or any number of 

physiological responses that signal mastery to the alert systems of the brain. In 

her interview, Kath describes this process: 

Like I said, I was just wallowing in my self-pity and even the walking 
forwards and walking backwards exercise helped. You know, a couple of 
times I’ve done that just in my own room when I’m feeling a little bit flat and 
I’ve just gone and done it and thought ‘oh yeah, I’m alright now. I can go 
downstairs, I can do this.’ It’s just little things that I can do [to help me]. 
(Interview – Kath) 

 

Often ambivalence was eased by the encouragement of others. Many were 

encouraged by staff, who provided the initial scaffolding for the development of 

the women’s persistence by encouraging them to attend: 

I just thought I was some pawn in some experiment, really and I said - 
because [Officer M] came around to me. [Officer M] was like, “You need to go 
up to the theatre,” and I said to [Officer M], I said, “M, two weeks. If I don’t 
like it, I’m out. I’m done. No more.”(Interview – Penny) 
 
And then [Centre Manager] pulled me to the side she goes; “Well what are 
you going to do?” I’ve gone; “I’ll just sit downstairs and do the internal 
community service,” she goes; “Just give theatre a go,” I’ve gone; “Fine, I’m 
giving it two sessions, if I don’t like it I’m gone,” she goes; “Alright.” Went to 
the two sessions I’m still half-and-half … and then after we did the ‘Me 
Boxes’ I’ve gone, ‘no, I’m all the way in’. (Interview – Zoe) 

 

Many of the women in the second project were encouraged by the participation 

of Maxine who had participated in the project the previous year: 

I recommended it to a lot of prisoners this year. I met some sort of negativity 
about it and I said ‘come on, come up’. There's a few ladies that I can think 
of – they've participated and now I've said to them at the end, ‘I told you so. 
I told you that you would really enjoy it and that you would really get 
something from it’. (Interview – Maxine) 

 
One woman, who spoke of her ambivalence in the early stages of the project, 

described the way in which Maxine offered her the support to persist: 

Then in the first three weeks I said to Maxine, “Oh Max, I don’t know about 
this. I don’t like this. I’m not enjoying this,” and she said, “You need to just 
give it a go. You’ve only been there twice, you don’t know.” I said, “I know 
that I don’t like it.” So she kept on my back and on my back and on my back 
about it … So it was good having that moral support there and she was 
always making a joke out of it because every morning I’d go, “Oh, we’re 
doing theatre. I’m not in the mood for theatre today, Max.” “Just go,” she 
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would say to me. “Just amuse me. Just amuse me,” she’d say. So we’d travel 
up there and it was good having her being in the theatre the year before. 
She gave a lot of really insightful advice and it was really – I found it 
beneficial to get that from somebody at the time. (Interview – Penny) 

 

A few weeks into the project this same woman wrote in her reflection journal: 
 

After lunch we watched a movie to help us find a basis for our play. It was 
exciting yet frightening at the same time. I am now excited to stay, 
progressing and exploring more possibilities. (Reflection – Penny) 

 
 
With the performance looming, the women became increasingly committed to 

the end result, more willing to experience discomfort, fear of the unknown, hard 

work, and the vicissitudes of collaboration: 

There have been a few times that I was a little bit – where I was going to say 
‘nope it’s too much for me, I’m doing too much on my plate at the moment’ 
and then I thought ‘hang on, I’m going to regret this. If this performance 
goes ahead and I’ve come so far in it, I am really going to regret it when I 
see all them performing and me sitting back going oh my gosh look at the 
loss that I have done to myself’. It would have been horrible. I mean it would 
have been really sad and I’ve been kicking and I would have said ‘why? Why 
didn’t I just’ – because I’m a person if I start something I’ll finish it. And I’m 
sure it’s like with all the other girls. We all have our days where we’re 
‘theatre, theatre, theatre’ but when we started getting things together it 
was getting better and it was really fun for me. (Interview – Sonja) 
 
We have finally put the show together. Although I feel so very tired at the 
moment I am excited about finishing this and actually performing in front of 
a live audience. I am so far out of my comfort zone but enjoying it. I have 
been a bit sore from my operation last Monday but I really want to do this. I 
am so amazed of what has been put together. I wasn’t so sure in the 
beginning. I am finding it powerful. (Reflection – Kath) 

 

Trust within the group developed slowly. As each woman took small risks, 

opened up and told their stories, tolerance and respect within the group 

developed; and ambivalence, about the project, about each other and about their 

own capacity, settled: 

And then eventually I mean everybody’s sort of holding back for a while but 
then it started and we just started coming out of our shells, you know, just 
having the girls tell their stories and being able to have fun and all that. I 
thought that was wonderful. (Interview – Kath) 
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I first started off, yeah wasn’t sure. Then I got more comfortable with it. I 
was overwhelmed at first, comfortable then I was more into it once we got 
our stories out and we started doing something with the play, and then 
finally, in the end, coming as one as a group and being confident and 
comfortable with each other, and the bond we had and the strength we 
showed and how we helped each other out when, you know, if someone was 
not able to, but we were there for them saying “You can do it, you can do it”. 
Then at the end, like I said to the girls, I love you all. I can’t believe – I’m so 
proud of each and every one of you and I’d love to take you all home. I want 
to do another theatre performance with you. (Interview – Sonja) 
 
I think I just allowed myself to go. Once I got trust in you and once I got trust 
in the women that I was up there with, and the support that they gave, it 
made it easier. So stage by stage, little bit by little bit, when you open up a 
little bit and you get a support from that, it makes it easier for you to open 
up a little bit more again until eventually you’ve been able to open yourself 
up completely about everything. (Interview – Penny) 

 

 

Watching the video of the previous year’s performance helped reassure those 

participating in the second year and trust in me as the facilitator. This trust 

became the bedrock upon which the project was built – an anchor that allowed 

for vacillation without disconnection. Reminiscent of John Bowlby’s (1988) 

secure-base hypothesis, which predicts that a client's secure attachment to the 

therapist will facilitate in-session exploration, the women’s sense of security, 

interdependence and commitment underpinned a willingness to take risks and 

explore new experiences:  

Probably because I’d watched the previous play and how that impacted me 
watching that previous play. You told us a bit of a story about yourself, so I 
know you’re not a fool. I know you know what you’re doing. Even though I 
was often going, “I cannot see this working; this is crazy” it was trust that 
you know more than I do. I don’t know anything about theatre, so just 
trusting that process. Like you said in the beginning, trust the process, trust 
you. You’re not going to get us to do something that’s going to make us look 
ridiculous, so it was just trusting that. (Interview – Maggie) 
 
Honestly, it was a good process for me in trusting you, because some of this 
stuff that was going on, I’m thinking, “I cannot see where the hell this is 
going”, but to go, “She knows what she’s doing, so just go with the flow”. 
(Interview – Peata) 
 
Well you kept your word, that’s the bottom line. You kept your word and 
that means everything from what I’ve been through … What you said was 
going to happen, happened. You said you were going to do something and 
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you would follow it through, that’s the basic trust thing. And if you couldn’t 
do something, you were upfront about it. That’s basic and that’s what we all 
appreciate. (Interview – Kath) 

 

Gradually the women’s ambivalence towards doing things differently eased. 

While individual differences were evident, each of the participants performed a 

behavioural shift through the course of the project as their trust in the project, in 

me as facilitator, in each other, and in themselves, developed. Involvement in the 

theatre project became an experience of ‘new ways of doing’. The experience of 

ambivalence, the development of trust and the exploration of action within this 

context mirrored aspects of the transition to primary desistance.  

 

Experience, Embodiment and Change 

 
In coming to understand primary desistance, I have drawn on British 

psychologist John Shotter’s move away from the notion of cognitive reflection to 

a “more immediate and unreflective, bodily way of being related to our 

surroundings” (2011, p. 439). Just as Shotter takes a cue from Wittgenstein’s 

(1953) remark that “a philosophical problem has the form: ‘I don’t know my way 

about’” (no. 123), we might also understand primary desistance as an offender 

‘coming to know her way about’, as way-finding. Rather than a cognitive shift, as 

might be understood as occurring in secondary desistance, this notion of primary 

desistance involves embodied experience – a movement towards changed 

engagement with one’s self and one’s society that is essentially corporeal.  

 

In much the same way, the women in this theatre project were finding their way 

about. They were experiencing themselves and each other in a new way, and this 

was indeed a corporeal experience. This was evident from the first day of project 

one, in which five women began to take those first tentative steps into the 

theatre project. We were working together in the Visits area, a space that was a 

part of their everyday life in the prison, a place so familiar to them and imbued 

with so many meanings. That they were now doing theatre in this space was 

somewhat disorienting, yet it enabled each woman to experience herself and the 
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other women in a new way. The theme for this first session was “The Space” and 

aimed to reclaim the Visits area for theatre: developing spatial awareness, 

introducing elementary movement, increasing alertness, and exploring images. 

Beginning with gentle physical warm-ups, each woman appeared to be 

challenged by the demands of the smallest movement. It was as if imprisonment 

had stymied any sense of physical freedom. Hesitantly, they stood on the floor, 

moving one shoulder and then another, moving arms in space, and finally moving 

the feet. As the exercises and games progressed, the demand for energy and 

commitment to task increased. Every physical demand dared each body to be in 

this space in a different way. Each woman began to move more freely and 

discover a physical boldness that was usually not present in this environment. As 

we noticed diverse objects in the room and explored their sounds, finally 

creating a sound composition, a new dimension of experiencing this space was 

discovered. The women sculpted their bodies and interpreted each other’s 

images, finding their way about their various memories of this space. The session 

culminated with a devised scene on the theme of “visits”, where the action 

surprised them with its emotional impact. Each participant reflected on this 

exercise in her journal:  

 I didn’t realise I felt so sad about having no visits until I did the 
image 

 
 We made a play in one day – I didn’t think I could even act 

 
 It isn’t until you do it that you really know what you feel. 

 
 I am more flexible now than when I started today – I can cross my 

legs. 
 

 We worked as one.  
 
As I reflected on the day’s work, I noted it had made sense to them, not through 

listening to me, but through doing:  

At the moment I am just ‘hooking’ the group and introducing them to the 
concept of play. “Play is actor’s work”. They understood. The more we moved 
and played the greater became their understanding. Simple movement 
using the space; beginning to use their bodies; experiencing themselves and 
each other differently. (My reflection notes – session 1) 
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During this first week I introduced these women to a fragment from T. S. Eliot’s  

Little Gidding (1943):  

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring  
Will be to arrive where we started  
And know the place for the first time. 
(From Four Quartets) 
 
In many ways this verse became our motto, recited at the end of each workshop, 

accompanied by movement. It spoke to us of the journey of the theatre project, 

and our own life journey. It spoke to us of life’s circles and spirals, of 

generational life cycles, of learning lessons and of returning home. Each of the 

women in the first project originated from a place other than Australia. 

Originating from Canada, New Zealand, Nigeria and Lebanon, each of these 

women was finding her way about in a new country either by choice or by 

circumstance. She was also finding her way about incarceration and the 

movement towards reintegration. This verse about experience as a journey of 

returns made innate sense to these women. These were not highly educated 

women, in fact one was illiterate in her own language and barely spoke English; 

yet they understood the metaphor of circularity and experienced the poetics of 

movement ‘in their bones’. This verse became a part of the final devised 

performance piece we titled Home Again.  

 

Finding our way about was inherent in the devising process. Through enactment 

and symbol, each woman embodied her narrative in an evolving sense of self-

and-other-discovery. As Shotter (2011) suggests, “Such ways of relating become 

known to us in terms of the embodied anticipations and expectations with which 

we approach the things, people, and events occurring in the world around us” (p. 

440). For one woman this finding her way about led her to an appreciation of the 

person she had always sensed herself to be – beyond domestic violence and life’s 

upheavals – what Maruna calls the ’real me’ of the redemption script (2001, p. 

88): 

The experience we shared, helped me find my way back to me, taught me to 
trust, gave me back my voice, my pride, my dignity. (Reflection journal – 
Anya) 
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Central to Maruna’s contribution to our understandings of desistance from crime 

is this notion of “the ‘core self’ or ‘real me’ that is explicitly distinct from the 

party responsible for committing the bulk of crimes in the narrator’s past” (2001, 

p. 131). Here, the desister maintains narrative congruence by making sense of 

her movement away from crime in terms of a return to ‘the person I was always 

meant to be’. Maruna’s analysis identifies this aspect of the ‘redemption script’ 

used by desisters, as both central to the process of moving away from crime, and 

contrary to the fundamental tenet of contemporary correctional rehabilitation 

practice – that of ‘owning up’ to one’s past. Much of the focus of current cognitive 

behavioural rehabilitation programs is on the offender’s deficits that led to 

criminal behaviour, on challenging ‘criminal thinking’, and on the offender 

accepting responsibility for criminal acts. In fact, admitting one’s crime is a 

prerequisite for participation in most rehabilitation programs. Buttressed by 

political endorsement of punitive ‘law and order policies’ and a strong climate of 

retribution within the popular media, responsibilisation has become an accepted 

part of correctional practice. Maruna’s work challenges this approach by 

demonstrating that a shift in personal narrative from seeing oneself as inevitably 

flawed to seeing oneself as having diverged from one’s ‘true path’, encourages 

desistance from crime.  

 

Building on Maruna’s analysis, I am suggesting that this is not just a cognitive 

phenomenon but also an experiential one. It is the embodied experience of finding 

my way back to me that moves the offender towards desistance. This sense of 

discovering my ‘real self’ is corporeal: it privileges the role of the body in a 

developing subjectivity.  

 

For Rita there were no words for the felt impact of subjective change. It was 

embodied. For her, it “hit the heart”.  

I don’t know, it just went in, it’s hitting the heart, that’s the best way to 
describe it. It’s very hard to describe that feeling. It’s not an easy description. 
There’s no words. There’s no words for it. (Interview – Rita) 
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Replaying aspects of her life in dramatic form, even as they became fragments of 

a broader collective narrative, became a powerful change agent for Rita. In her 

interview, she expresses how these theatrical moments had a greater impact 

upon her than talking with her psychologist: 

The doing it is like you’re actually going back in time. Feeling that actual 
moment, what your heart feels or your brain was thinking, what your body 
was doing. You’re actually replaying your life, but the psychologist – for me 
personally I don’t – I understand what she’s talking about and I talk, but it’s 
not – I'm not playing back my life. While I was acting it or doing the 
process I was like watching a movie of my life and that’s why it hits the 
heart more, yeah. (Interview – Rita) 

 
 

In both years’ projects there was an embodied sense of confrontation with 

memory and experience that the women found more pertinent than ‘just talk’. 

Their enactments elicited emotion, which in turn secured their investment in 

dramatic truth – in portraying the scene with a sense of integrity. In some way, 

the intensity and spontaneity of the dramatic moment drew out what one ‘really 

felt’ or ‘really stood for’. For Penny, this was a revelation that gave her 

permission to accept these aspects of self and be open to change: 

Because when you get up and you do it and you actually – you’re putting all 
of your emotions into it. You’re putting everything that you stand for into 
that one thing. You sit down and you talk about it and yes, you have the 
emotions and it’s upsetting, but when you do it and it’s real heart-felt – and 
it’s something that you’re very passionate about or something that has 
really played a huge part in your life, you’re more real with yourself. 
You’re more open to what you’re doing as opposed to sitting down talking 
about it. (Interview – Penny) 

 
Similarly, May, who had been less willing to face the more painful aspects of her 

life, found doing a group choreography that depicted ‘sweeping things under the 

carpet’ enabled her to confront the events that led to her conviction. The 

metaphor was embodied, and she was now looking for new ways to act. The 

scene became a call to arms for her, a way of accessing the courage to face what 

now needed to be done: 

[The scene of] Sweeping things under the carpet was important because for 
years I swept everything under the carpet and wouldn’t face things. And I 
think I tend to retreat and can get depressed over it. So, no, I don’t want to 
sweep things under the carpet. I don’t want to, but it’s still facing those fears 
that are out there that I need to face, and attend to those things that have 
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haunted me. Basically addressing them is really important. It is now. 
(Interview – May) 

 
 

Readiness for Change 

 
Thompson (2003) has alerted us to the ways in which performance leaves traces 

that echo in future action. In so doing, emotion memory, gesture, action and 

image create “resources for future performances” (p. 60). It is not the simple 

acquisition of skills to be rehearsed and reproduced at a later date, but rather “a 

series of possible action fragments that might appear as an accent or echo in a 

real moment sometime in the future” (p. 52). Thompson uses the term ‘action 

matter’ to refer to the way in which behaviour is “constructed out of embodied 

potential, traits and experiences that coalesce into full interactions between 

people in the moment of their execution … etched into and exhibited through the 

shape of our muscles, nerves and tissue” (p. 52). He suggests that an applied 

theatre project “in being an explicit play with and around ‘action matter’, deals 

with the basic processes of how we learn to perform our lives”, and can “work, 

extend and transform the channels of experience that lie within and between 

people” (p. 67). This transformation of experience is both in the moment and 

constructs future action. 

 

Considering the multidisciplinary interests of my work, I was keen to examine 

how I might understand the women’s general experience of doing things 

differently as applied to the interests of rehabilitation. How might their 

experience of prison theatre – which, as we can see from the above analysis, led 

to an embodied experience of change-in-the-moment – create a more specific 

potential for change that is relevant to their offending behaviour?   

 

From a rehabilitation perspective, Thompson’s ‘embodied potential’ borne out 

through the experience of the theatre program, is perhaps best understood as a 

precursor to ‘readiness for change’. Readiness for change is a term used within 

correctional psychology to describe “the presence of characteristics (states or 

dispositions) within either the client or the therapeutic situation, which are 
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likely to promote engagement in therapy and which, thereby, are likely to 

enhance therapeutic change” (Ward, Day, Howells & Birgden, 2004, p. 650). This 

term arose through a growing awareness that “those who are treatment ready 

will engage better in treatment, and this will be observably evident from their 

rates of attendance, participation, and programme completion” (Day et al., 2010, 

p. 15). It has led to an increased recognition of the value of activities and 

interventions that prepare offenders for group programs. By way of example, the 

NSW Compendium of Correctional Programs (Department of Corrective Services, 

2013) states that “time spent in preparing people for the experience of working 

in groups is time well spent” (p. 11).  

 

From this perspective, the theatre project can be understood as a vehicle that 

moved the women to a state of readiness for change. As such, the women’s 

experience of change-in-general during the theatre project opened up the 

possibility for more specific change related to desisting from future criminal 

activity; that is, the women had shown themselves that future behavioural 

change was possible.  

 

The affective intensity of action and performance seemed to be a feature of this 

move to readiness. Thompson (2009) alerts us to the way in which affect “is 

connected both to a capacity for action and to a desire to connect and engage 

(perhaps with others or ideas)” (p. 119). This affective connection was embodied 

and intense, a visceral shift from indifference or denial to acknowledgment and 

self-reflection. The dramatic moment thrust the women into a confrontation with 

their reality that demanded their attention: 

Even though that scene was sad, it helped me because that’s when I've said, 
okay, [clap] this is real, and I look and pause and say, what changes can I do 
now? What can I get from this? How can I turn this into something? How 
can I build my life again? How can I build myself? (Interview – Peata) 
 
It’s making you get up and face it. You can sit down and in little 
conversations that I’ve had with M [an officer], that’s the closest I’ve had, is 
okay and you’ll cry and you’ll deal with it. But when you have to get up and 
do something, it feels like you’re actually doing something about it instead 
of just sitting there and crying. It’s like you’re actually doing something. 
Crying about it, you know, it’s like in that scene where Tweedledee said to 
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Alice “Why are you crying about it? It’s not going to make it any realer” 
(Interview – Kath) 

 

Even though the women were achieving readiness for change to varying degrees 

(indeed their starting points were different), both their interviews and the 

interviews with staff indicated that each woman made some move towards 

openness to treatment or enhanced engagement with services. According to 

scholars in the offender rehabilitation field, “to be treatment ready, offenders 

must not only recognise that their offending is problematic, but also make a 

decision to seek help from others” (Day et al., 2010, p. 16). During the 

conversations that were elicited in the interviews it became clear that the 

women had shifted to a place where they had reflected on their crimes and their 

victims: 

I've just realised a lot of things, like my mind was shut before. I wouldn’t 
know how to live life. But now, doing the theatre and being here, it's like 
learning. For me, it's a lot of learning, because I was always spoiled or 
someone was always doing something for me. So I never really took 
responsibility for myself for what I did, even my actions. But I can now say 
that – you take more on. You look at yourself, your life, what you’ve done, 
how it affected other people and you have that sense. I feel like I'm taking on 
responsibility with feelings, with emotions, and not just for me, but I'm 
looking at how other people – I could just imagine if someone did that to me 
how I would feel, or how angry I would get. (Interview – Peata) 
 

And that day I was actually able to sit down and think about the victim and 
what I’ve done to him and his family, and prior to this [the theatre project] I 
couldn’t think about that before. I was too worried about me, me being in 
here; and you know, how selfish was I? I’ve taken stuff from them and their 
lives have changed because of me. (Interview – Kath) 

 

The women had also moved to a place where they were more responsive to staff 

and to engagement with services:  

It’s made me want to participate in more things instead of just having a 
generalised thing of, “No, I don’t want to do that.” Now when something 
comes up around here I kind of go, “Hello. Yeah, why not? I’ll give it a go.” 
(Interview – Penny) 

 

Similarly, staff indicated that the participants in the theatre project were more 

responsive to case management: 
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We try to have them have a real look at themselves, and the theatre group, I 
think, gets them started on that. For the first time they’re doing it, wanting 
to do it you know? (Interview – Officer M2) 

 
 
This self-reflection, recognition of responsibility, and preparedness to engage in 

case management indicates a certain treatment readiness. Rather than seeking 

readiness through group programs which take a direct, confrontational 

approach, teaching communication and group skills through psycho-education 

and motivational interviewing (Miller & Rollnick, 2002); this theatre project 

achieved readiness quite differently. It provided a container for ambivalence and 

vacillation while it led the women on a journey of self-discovery that was 

embodied and enacted; motivating them through a developing curiosity, and 

stretching their sense of capacity for different action through what might be 

called aesthetic reinforcement. Despite the intention of standard readiness 

programs to these ends, the methodologies are distinct. For instance, the 

resulting performance did not include direct references to victims or the 

women’s crimes, which may have been contrary to the expectations of what 

‘should’ be seen in any activity or program that claims a rehabilitative intent. By 

way of example, after the second project’s performance a correctional head office 

executive who was in attendance asked me why the play had no direct reference 

to the women’s offences. This was in many ways an expected response from 

someone whose understanding of a worthwhile rehabilitation program is one 

that deals directly with offending behaviour. In a similar vein, the manager of the 

Centre recounts in her interview some comments she received after the first 

theatre project. These comments reflected this view that the piece should have 

also portrayed an awareness of the implications of the women’s crime for their 

victims: 

One thing that sort of has come up a bit … somebody said … that there was 
nothing in their stories related to the victims of their offences. And I’m kind 
of wondering whether that should play some sort of role in recognition of 
the women of their primary victims. There was some in it, about the children 
being victims of incarceration in the first one, but there was no real 
acknowledgement or understanding shown about the victims of their 
offences. (Interview – HJC manager) 

 



 166 

Considering the shift in the women’s increased ability to reflect on their crimes 

and their empathic responses volunteered in their interview discussions, I 

question the need for the theatre content to necessarily cover these areas. It was 

a deliberate decision on my part to avoid the language of rehabilitation in 

presenting the theatre project to the women. I did not consider that I was there 

to ‘enlighten’ them; nor was I there to explore the causes or effects of their 

offending. In fact I told them specifically that this was not a standard 

rehabilitation program and that I was not interested in speaking about their 

individual offences. First and foremost, we were here to create theatre, and that 

theatre was to be devised in collaboration with them. Even though my intention 

was also undeniably instrumental, as I have explained in the initial chapters of 

this thesis, my primary aim was to work with these women theatrically and then 

to explore how this might have assisted them in the broader project of 

rehabilitation. I was keen to understand the potential of the theatre project to 

achieve such ends without sacrificing the experience of developing a worthy 

piece of theatre. My role was as facilitator/director, not correctional 

psychologist. Although the lines would inevitably blur (our conversations and 

responses are always against a background), this distinction became a point of 

reference for me in my everyday encounters with the women. I would 

deliberately choose which hat I wore and respond accordingly. For me, the 

requirement for offenders to analyse their offending behaviour or focus on their 

victims through responsibilisation, seemed at the time to be antithetical to the 

task of creating worthwhile theatre.  

 

I would now also add, from the position of hindsight following this analysis, that 

such content may well have proved counterproductive from a readiness 

perspective: an offence or victim focus may well have been premature in the 

process of moving people towards change. Gradually bringing people to an 

awareness of a problem accords with the Assimilation Model for optimal 

psychotherapeutic engagement (Stiles et al., 1990), which describes 

psychological changes that occur in successful psychotherapy. During the 

therapeutic process, people are thought to pass through an identifiable series of 

eight stages in the course of resolving a problem (Stiles, 2002), with the earlier 
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stages of awareness of the problem requiring more indirect and experiential 

therapeutic approaches. From this perspective, the gradual movement towards 

awareness and integration of a problem (in this case victim empathy and 

responsibiliation) is more likely to lead to successful treatment. Drawing on 

Stiles’ model in their overview of models of change and effectiveness in 

rehabilitation programs, Day, Bryan, Davey and Casey (2006) have similarly 

argued that gradually bringing offenders to awareness reduces treatment failure. 

To this end, the theatre project may well have been an indirect and experimental 

approach most needed for further victim awareness. 

 

Certainly, the staff at the Centre, who became engaged with the theatre project 

over the two years, viewed the theatre project as a platform for launching 

conversations related to rehabilitation and reintegration. It signalled a window 

of opportunity for renewed engagement with the women, in which they sensed a 

critical moment where the women’s discovery of their ability to do things 

differently and their increased agency (which I shall explore further in the next 

chapter) enabled new conversations to be had that were relevant to their 

context, conversations that had not previously been possible:  

I think it’s a great basis then for continued conversation so even if we still 
often see a denial in their offences, a denial in situations and choices that 
brought them to offending and then to incarceration – even if they’re still in 
denial of that, this sort of a project still gives us that platform in which to 
then having those types of conversations. (Interview – HJC manager) 
 
I think for a lot of them being in the theatre program is like, ‘we’ve found 
something, we want to keep with it’. I think that we’ve got to try and engage 
with each of them to talk about what follows here. Yes it’s not a Broadway 
performance that they’re going on to [on the outside] but it’s a continuing of 
building your resilience and building your strengths and building your 
capability of making really good, healthy choices and looking after yourself 
and all of those sorts of things. And I think that’s where we need to continue 
to guide each of them. And to make sure that the case officers continue to 
talk to them about their experience in the theatre project, what they’ve 
learnt, how they can keep capitalising on that to keep on a positive journey. 
(Interview – General Manager) 

 

The ball was now firmly within the prison staff’s court. I was pleased that the 

women were now ready to engage in these sorts of conversations, but equally 
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that the staff were utilising the gains made in the theatre project to work 

constructively with the women. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
Viewing the theatre projects through a lens of primary desistance enables us to 

gain a glimpse the change process so often neglected in the documentation of 

prison theatre. We have been able to view the ways in which the theatre project 

held the potential to be both a microcosm of the desistance journey itself, and a 

vehicle that could move the women towards treatment readiness. For these 

women it was an embodied experience of doing things differently encapsulated 

within the context of the theatre project. It was also a means of shifting them to a 

place where they became more agentically engaged in rehabilitative initiatives.  

 

This chapter analysed the role of inhabited action in the women’s developing 

subjectivity and viewed aspects of the primary desistance process as a form of 

embodied subjectivity. The women’s embodied experience of ‘finding my way 

back to me’ through engagement with the theatre project, was seen as a move 

towards ‘the real me’ articulated in Maruna’s (2001) analysis of desistance. This 

sense of discovering my ‘real self’ was corporeal: it occurred through action, 

reaction, and impulse. The ways of being were not just a matter of deliberation, 

nor intentional willed action, but were a matter of habits, practices and routines. 

They took the form of a pre-reflective finding one’s way about in a new situation. 

Experiences of ambivalence and vacillation, or of resistance and lethargy, were 

inhabited, just as were the emerging experiences of engagement. Thompson 

(2009) stresses that theatre processes are not only creating potential future 

shifts, but are working in the moment of doing, and that “while acknowledging 

the orientation to the future, applied theatre is an activity that in creating these 

marks and forming those connections, is a process that makes those changes in 

the present” (p. 64). The body is ‘marked’ by these experiences, and carries these 

marks into future action. 
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One aim of this thesis has been to move claims of transformation within prison 

theatre from an observation of changed behaviours within the context of a 

theatre project (such as claims for increased teamwork, communication skills or 

emotional expression), to an understanding of what these shifts might mean to 

those interested in the rehabilitation of offenders. To this end, this analysis has  

demonstrated how doing things differently might best be understood as a move 

to readiness for change, or an openness and capacity for a change in criminal 

behaviour. According to Day and his colleagues (2009), “to be ready for 

treatment means that the person is motivated (i.e., wants to, has the will to), is 

able to respond appropriately (i.e., perceives he or she can), finds it relevant and 

meaningful (i.e., can engage), and has the capacities (i.e., is able) to successfully 

enter the treatment programme” (p. 11). Accordingly, this analysis has shown 

how the women’s embodied experience of the project as meaningful and relevant 

to their own story, together with the lived experience of being capable of acting 

differently in ways that were energised and skilful, aided a shift to readiness for 

further engagement with rehabilitation initiatives. In this way their generalised 

experience of change-in-the-moment enabled the conditions for the possibility of 

change-in-the-future. 

 

Most significantly, this chapter has shown how this embodied experience of 

change was aesthetically driven. Within the context of the theatrical encounter, 

bodies explored new rhythms and forms, and were moved both physically and 

emotionally in new ways. The women inhabited metaphors: they watched as 

their stories became transformed into images and symbols, and then shaped 

these images and symbols anew, and in so doing, shaped themselves. These 

performed moments impregnated new action with affect, solidifying change. 

Equally, the aesthetic quality of the work was enhanced as the women’s actions 

and reactions shifted. Thus the women’s behaviour and the theatrical devising 

process were at once the subject and the means of change: both were involved in 

an act of becoming, full of ambivalence, risk and courage. In many ways it was a 

“theatre of little changes” (Balfour, 2009), a “messy, incomplete, complex and 

tentative” movement where the aesthetic dimension was inexorably entwined 

with the transformative.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

REFLECTIONS OF SECONDARY DESISTANCE: A THEATRE OF 
BEING 

 

Maybe somewhere in there I’m not so bad. (Interview – Kath) 

 

Introduction  

 
In this chapter, I focus on the cognitive dimension of the desistance process, and 

how changes in the women’s sense of self have been encouraged or enlivened by 

engagement with the theatre project. Once again, the chapter is not intended to 

demonstrate whether or not participation in the theatre project in and of itself 

led to pro-social identity formation. Rather, the concern here is to explore those 

aspects of the prison theatre project that have resonance with the theoretical 

construct of secondary desistance, particularly narrative identity formation and 

agency. Of interest are the ways in which the women’s perceptions of themselves 

shifted, what they noticed about themselves, and how they attributed changes in 

their subjective sense of self to their involvement with the project. 

 

Secondary desistance is concerned with identity, with being. Here, the emphasis 

shifts from a change in behaviour to a subjective sense of oneself as being a 

changed person: I am not only doing things differently, I am different. The process 

of secondary desistance is both reflective and agentic: it is borne out of a growing 

awareness of one’s ability to become a ‘replacement self’ (Giordano et al., 2002) 

that is incompatible with criminal behaviour. This replacement self is seen as a 

redeemed version of the real me: a me that became involved with crime as a 

response to circumstance, and is now able, though the support of others, to 

contribute meaningfully because of this history. This process is bolstered by its 

occurrence within a “radically different environment” (Stevens, 2012, p. 527), 
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where positive interactions with others enables and reinforces pro-social shifts in 

the offender’s self-narrative. 

 

The comments these incarcerated women made, as they reflected in their 

interviews and journals upon their involvement in the theatre project, mirrored 

aspects of this move towards secondary desistance. In their post-performance 

interviews, there was a clear sense of anticipated ‘arrival’ as they sensed a 

renewed self on the horizon, proud of their shifting identity and keen to attribute 

much of the subjective change to their experience of being in the project.  

 

Each woman’s recognition of a subjective shift in identity was generally 

experienced as a growing sense of agency and self-efficacy: I am a person who 

can be more than I thought I could be. This growing sense of capacity was 

embodied, emergent from the experience of doing things differently explored in 

Chapter Seven. As the women engaged in new activities and were challenged in 

new ways throughout the project, they surprised themselves with the expanding 

limits of their felt capacity. They also surprised each other. Change in identity 

became a communal experience: they began shifting from a group of disparate 

inmates, isolated by silence and distrust, to an ensemble of theatre-makers, 

interconnected by stories and ideas, and of new interpersonal experiences. They 

were no longer just incarcerated women, residents together at this stage of their 

sentences. They were becoming an ensemble of actors: I am now the artist not 

just the prisoner, and with that self-image came an imperative for positive 

cooperation with peers, and increased demands for responsibility, reliability, 

courage, and commitment. 

 

Finding Stories: the Centrality of Narrative Identity 

 
Within the context of these two theatre projects, the participants were placing 

narrative identity and their reflection upon of the scripts of their lives at the 

centre of their concern. This was, in part, intentional in the design of the project, 

drawing on the importance of narrative identity for desistance from crime 
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(Maruna, 2001), and in part, a feature of the dramatic process itself, a process 

that invests so much in stories. If, as Ricoeur (1984) has suggested, narrative is 

not simply imposed on pre-existent real experiences but helps to give them form, 

then the dramatic process held the potential to assist these women in developing 

a future self that was different to their offending self. 

 

I was keen to avoid verbatim or testimonial theatre for a variety of reasons, both 

in terms of aesthetic choice and in terms of the potential risk to the women, 

choosing instead a group devising process that sought to use as its primary 

resource the stories of these women’s lives, yet moving beyond this to a more 

socially constituted narrative. The movement was from my story to our story; 

and, from the resource of individual narrative, emerged a collectively 

constructed story suspended in symbol and allegory. 

 

The initial exploration of self-narrative was a deliberate feature of both projects, 

each commencing with activities that encouraged reflection upon, and 

expression of, aspects of one’s own story. Activities included the Me Boxes in year 

one and clay mask-making in year two. Each activity stimulated reflection and 

discussion around the subject of identity; however, it was also in the act of 

engagement in the artistic moment that identities (in this case around myself as 

creative) were being challenged: 

Did my first clay mask today. An absolutely amazing experience. I really 
thought I had a non-existent creative side, well today I started to see that side of 
me. I’m so excited to see and learn more about myself on this journey! 
(Reflection journal – Penny) 
 
I felt really unsure as we started, but once I started to play with the clay, 
although I felt odd to start with, then I sat and tried to think about who I am 
and how I think and how I see myself. (Reflection journal – Kath) 
 
I have to admit that when the clay came out, I was not enthusiastic at the 
thought of doing Picasso! Again, I muttered to myself that I was not creative 
enough but would give it a go. I had so much fun and found the clay work to be 
somewhat therapeutic. I actually did it and it looked pretty good. Feeling much 
more creative. (Reflection journal – Maxine) 
 

During the first project, sections of the McAdams’ Life Story Interview (2008) 

were used as a stimulus for activities that encouraged reflection upon the 
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women’s life stories. Rita’s story was of an eight-year-old who had grown up 

with a loving grandmother. Without warning, her parents, who had abandoned 

her as a baby, had returned unexpectedly to reclaim her. The enactment became 

a slow-motion dance between a grandmother, a child, and a father – a heart-

wrenching tug-of-war resulting in the child being torn away from her 

grandmother in anguish. Zoe told of her honeymoon and her husband’s first 

attempt to make muffins in a microwave, cooking them for an hour until they 

were rubber balls. As bodies bounced as muffins, and as characters took on 

puppet-like qualities, a comic scene developed. Laughter became a vehicle for 

presenting memories of love, domestic frustrations, and a sense of loss. Through 

the dramatisation of these stories, each woman’s narrative was given form, 

embodying and solidifying their subjective sense of self. The process provided 

the opportunity for the women to visualise their life story, and in so doing, 

reassess this story from their current position, enabling a coherence of narrative 

to emerge that illuminated their pathway to crime and incarceration: 

I looked back through my life like a video when I was doing that [Life Story 
Interview activity], and I can see all the steps that I was going through, which 
ones led me to what. Before that it was just, you know, this is life, we have to go 
through it, but when I did that, yeah, it made it clearer. (Interview – Rita) 

 

In terms of secondary desistance, the process of narrative reflection and 

enactment provided the women with an opportunity to reconstruct their stories. 

They were, through the dramatic frame, making sense of their crime within the 

context of their own life, albeit indirectly. As an embodied process, drama 

provided opportunities for an emotional connection with the more confronting 

aspects of their story in ways that were manageable, providing a sense of 

resolution. This enabled the next chapter of their narrative to be written: 

A:  I think I needed to find why I came here. I needed to know where I was 
going. You know you made it easier. I needed to know why I got here so I 
wanted to know what I did wrong in my life to lead me here. I think cutting 
out all those photos and thinking back to the past, you just sort of – I 
automatically just felt comfy and it brought out the stories. 
Q:  And then we went through a process of taking those stories and doing 
them in little scenes or making an image or something; how was that? 
A: That was the hardest part. Thinking about it was alright because it’s 
always in your head but when you acted the little parts, especially about 
Grandma, that was hard, and seeing your life in front of you. 
Q:  Seeing someone else acting it out in front of you? 
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A:  Yes, because when you live your life, I don’t know how to explain it to you, 
but when you see it in front of you, you think, “Oh, my God”, yeah. 
Q:  It really affects you? 
A:  Yes. I didn’t think Dad coming to take me from Grandma was that 
affective, but it was. 
Q:  It really affected you, huh? So that was sort of really emotional to go 
through? 
A:  Yes. 
Q:  What made it okay to do that? 
A:  I think no one feels free to do something until they’re ready, and I needed 
to do it because my Grandma passed away and I didn’t say goodbye to her.  
So this is probably the chance for me get over it you know, to say goodbye. 
Q:  To say goodbye in a different way? 
A:  Yes. A different way. 
(Interview – Rita) 

Here Rita reflects on why she felt she wanted to tell her stories and how she 

experienced the shift from just thinking about them to using dramatic means to 

explore them further. She clearly found witnessing others enacting her story 

profoundly moving, yet was still able to accommodate this and manage the 

emotional content, leading to a sense of resolution and, in the language of trauma 

therapy, integration (Ogden, Minton & Pain, 2006; Siegel, 1999, 2010; Van der 

Kolk, 2014). Of particular interest, in terms of secondary desistance, is the way in 

which Rita has linked this experience with her broader quest to make sense of 

her crime and incarceration in the context of her life (“I needed to know why I got 

here so I wanted to know what I did wrong in my life to lead me here”). 

 

Vitally, this process of self-reflection was constructed upon a foundation of 

developing trust within the group, enabled by awareness amongst the women 

that the content and style of their disclosure was of their own choosing. As I 

navigated the women through these activities that stimulated reflection upon 

their self-narratives, I became aware that there was a need to contain emotional 

response within the parameters of “the window of tolerance” (Siegel, 1999) – or 

the territory within which arousal can be self-managed. This required a tracking 

of the women’s levels of comfort and discomfort: when to probe and when to 

refrain was an integral part of the facilitation dance. It was also essential to elicit 

a variety of stories – some tragic, some painful, but others uplifting or humorous 

– in order to facilitate this dance. Most significantly, it was the shift from talking 

about their stories to enacting them – creating images, moving into the symbolic 
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and the metaphorical – that provided the greatest safety. With this aesthetic 

distance, what Boal has termed metaxis (Boal, 1995, p. 42), participants can 

believe and not believe at once. Anya sums this up perfectly in her interview: 

But when you are acting it out it's not you; it's a story. So it allows you to 
experience your experience but without your emotion – that's what it does for 
you. It allows you to actually – in a way you can rewrite your experience, and 
take that intense emotion out of it so that's it not an overwhelming experience 
anymore. (Interview – Anya) 
 

From an evidence-based trauma-treatment perspective, premature reliving and 

catharsis are contraindicated for those with unresolved trauma, over-activating 

the arousal system and reinforcing the symptomatic autonomic nervous system 

response and the trauma pathology (Van der Kolk, 2014; Ogden, Minton & Pain 

2006). For women offenders, this is most pertinent. Statistically, trauma histories 

are more common and often more complex for women offenders than for the 

general population. For these women then (and I would argue for applied theatre 

generally), narrative reflection was something that necessitated a degree of care.  

 

In much the same way as the Me Box activity of year one had allowed the group 

to settle and find their rhythm, the year two project began with a clay mask-

making session. This was also relaxed and slow-paced, enabling the women to 

chat, drink coffee and get to know each other in a different context. As they 

worked and moulded their clay, their bounded, distrusting selves began to 

soften, and ideas of self were literally formed, destroyed, remoulded and 

smoothed. At this stage I chose no formal group debriefing regarding their 

masks, but rather chatted with the women informally, posing questions which 

prompted a degree of reflective engagement.  

 

One woman, Crystal, an indigenous woman with a radiant artistic talent, and 

often our most recalcitrant participant, was willing to engage in this activity at 

this early stage of the project, largely owing to her confidence as a visual artist. 

As she worked her clay with skill and dexterity, she wrote a rare reflection in her 

journal. Her journal entries were usually scant and mostly pictorial, due to her 

low literacy; however, in this case she had garnered the assistance of a fellow 

participant to write the following entry regarding her clay mask: 
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Love in one eye as that is what you like to see 
Star is to represent my dreams 
The wild hair is a way to say I’m wild in many ways 
My mouth…a snake. 
(Reflection journal – Crystal) 
 

These masks, with Picasso-esque features, became symbols of the fractures and 

fragments of self that the clay was revealing. In this exercise the notion of 

‘aspects of me’ became self-evident, with the women finding ways to express 

those parts of self that seemed at times so incongruous. In this activity, as in the 

theatre project as a whole, Crystal was exploring and expressing the awkward 

juxtaposition of parts of herself: the loving, the wild, the hopeful, and the dark. 

She would continue to express these parts of herself throughout the project – 

sometimes dark, sometimes wild, sometimes supportive and cooperative – and 

with a growing sense of hope that the dreaming part would emerge victorious. 

Her triumphs in terms of her ability to engage and commit to the project, as well 

as her later triumphs on the stage, began to shift the narrative. She was soon to 

be released on parole, and became willing to attend art school on release. 

Whether this would suffice in terms of desistance was yet to be tested, and relied 

on many factors beyond the theatre project; however in terms of the beginnings 

of a narrative shift, there had been some movement that was in and of itself quite 

remarkable.  

 

 

What became evident to me, as the women explored their stories, was the non-

singular nature of identity. I was aware of how psychology, in distancing itself 

from its Cartesian heritage, had shifted its favoured definition of self over the last 

three or more decades to the notion of the plural self. The self was now 

understood as multifaceted, differentiated, and complex; and this idea had been 

taken up in various ways by the cognitive (see Markus & Wurf, 1987), 

psychoanalytic (see Bromberg, 2004) and social constructionist (e.g., Gergen, 

1991, 2009) schools. In terms of theories of secondary desistance, this would 

surely impact how an offender might view her past, understand the experienced 

incongruence of self, and ultimately reconstruct her continuing narrative.  
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This was well exemplified during the Me Box activity of the first project, which, 

the reader may recall from previous chapters, involved decorating a box with 

paint, images and craft items that reflected the women’s sense of self. Ndidi, a 

Nigerian woman – illiterate in her own language and with very little spoken 

English – initially reacted to the exercise with confusion. It became apparent 

after Ndidi had undercoated her box as the others had done, and was dutifully 

turning the pages of the magazines, that she did not understand the activity. I 

explained that this box was to be about her, and ‘the stories she held inside’. At 

first, she looked puzzled, and said, “The magazines don’t have my stories, and I 

can’t read”, thinking she had to find some story about herself in the magazine. I 

then explained to her that she should find pictures to tell us ‘who Ndidi is’. She 

still did not understand. Suddenly Rita, who was Lebanese, exclaimed, “It’s 

cultural!” “Of course” I thought, and began to describe a more collective, 

relational notion of identity: “Ndidi, you are someone’s daughter, someone’s 

granddaughter, someone’s great-granddaughter, someone’s mother, someone’s 

wife, someone’s neighbour. This is Ndidi.” A large smile came over her face. 

“Yes!” she said, “this is Ndidi!” “Now show this story,” I said. She then placed a 

picture of a group of women dressed in Hijab, together with an animal print 

fabric, flowers, and small brightly-coloured fluffy balls on the box. It looked 

colourful and strangely ‘African’. The stark difference in the notion of identity 

struck me in this instant. This box symbolised Ndidi’s sense of self, one that was 

fundamentally relational and cultural, a very different experience of self to those 

from cultures that privileged individualism. Narrative identity was not just a 

singular continuous story of the individual, but of one’s socially-situated self, and 

therefore the process of narrative reconstruction was also necessarily culturally 

embedded. The stories of her family and of her nation and of her faith 

constituted who she could be – in Heidegger’s terms ‘the condition for the 

possibility of being’ (1962).  

 

As we began to explore this distinction further in the dramatic process, I also 

discovered the importance of language in constituting identity. For Ndidi, her 

language was inexorably entwined with her subjective sense of self: she would 

recite children’s rhymes and songs in her mother tongue and would often 
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provide her words for objects or ideas during improvisations or the devising 

process. This response seemed to be less accounted for by her difficulty with 

English as a second language as it was by her need to express herself in her own 

tongue. Ndidi’s actions or words would become most emotionally charged when 

using her own language. Even though much of our work was movement based, 

we incorporated scenes into the play that drew on Ndidi’s African heritage, 

enabling her to use her language and her notion of a collective sense of self. 

Despite her gentle nature, she was adamant that the drumming music be 

specifically Nigerian drumming (“it says something different”) and that we all 

learned and spoke the rhyme from her childhood together, in her language, when 

portraying a story of children playing. As a Muslim woman, her prayer time, 

which was scheduled into our day, was for Ndidi as much a performance of 

identity as was her drama participation: a seamless move from one form of 

expression to another. In Home Again, Nigerian drumming and the children’s 

playground rhyme were more than multicultural references; to Ndidi they were 

expressions of her culturally embedded identity. Similarly, in the second year 

project, Peata, a Samoan woman, spontaneously taught the group a simple song 

in her language, so that we might share a part of her culture. Singing this song 

became one of the rituals that bonded the group throughout the project. In the 

final scene of Her Name is Alice, each woman enters and states “My name is Alice 

and in the real world I am a (friend/mother/neighbour/workmate/sister etc.)”. 

Peata strode in, stood proudly and stated: 

My name is Alice and in the real world I am 
E aiofa lau uo ia au   
Ou Matua, uso ma tuagane pele 
Aemaise lou aiga atoa 
 
(I am loved by my girlfriend, my beloved parents, my beautiful sisters and 
brother and all my loving family) 
 

This was who she was: the loved one, an emergent self that was constituted by 

the relationships in her life. For Peata, this was a profound and emotionally 

charged moment during each performance, one that proclaimed ‘My time is 

therefore your time, and the weight of my responsibility for our incarceration is 

heavy’.  
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This emphasis on relationships within women’s self-narratives is echoed in the 

psychological literature concerning women’s identity development. In contrast 

to early theories of male development, which employed a progressive stage 

model emphasising achievement, theories of women’s development have largely 

been described in affiliative terms (Bardwick, 1980; Giele, 1982; Gilligan, 1980; 

Miller, 1986; Rossi, 1980). Components of identity for women include family 

roles, career paths, interpersonal relationships, and self-concept (Evans, 1985); 

however, as shown by Carol Gilligan (1980), connection to others is a primary 

theme of women’s identity and moral development. Comparisons between men’s 

and women’s developmental models have traditionally centred around the 

agency/affiliation dichotomy: for Bardwick, (1980), men’s identity is seen as 

egocentric and women’s identity interdependent; Gilligan (1980) has 

demonstrated how men are concerned with separation in defining the self, and 

women are concerned with attachment to the human community; and Josselson 

(1987) has pointed to the importance of relatedness and attachment in women’s 

lives, stating that male models of identity development lack the flexibility to 

“encompass the multiplicity of roles and circumstances in women’s lives” 

(Josselson, 1987, p. 26).  

 

This multiplicity of roles was evident throughout the women’s stories and 

improvisations, becoming a feature of a scene in Home Again where the women 

used hand puppets to depict a story of how they had experienced the night 

before sentencing in their multiple roles as wives, mothers and workers. For the 

women in both projects, it was apparent that central to their shared experience 

was the importance of relationships. They marvelled at the similarity of their 

stories, and of their experiences as partners, mothers and daughters: 

It was really amazing how similar all our stories are. Although we’re different 
people with different experiences and different reasons why we’re here it was 
just, you know, really amazing to see how similar our stories actually are in 
some way, shape or form. (Interview – Maxine) 

I found it interesting going from just my personal stories to all of our stories 
because when you think back, a lot of them were very similar, with at least one 
to four people in the group, like I was saying about getting ready for court and 
sitting up organising all of the bills, then Maxine is there going ‘well that’s what 
I did too’ and even to the day of court she was still doing that sort of stuff. So it 
was just interesting finding out that you weren’t the only one that was in that 
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sort of relationship where you tried to take on everything and try and do 
everything. (Interview – Zoe) 
 
The thought that I wasn’t the only one with a child, all of us were mothers so we 
all at some point had to go through that same pain. It doesn’t matter that some 
had older children who could look after themselves, it doesn’t matter that some 
had more than one child, it was just we all went through that same pain. 
(Interview – Rita) 
 

The women identified as fundamentally relational, and the continuity of their 

narrative identity was in many ways a reflection of the others who made up their 

lives. In terms of secondary desistance, this centrality of relationship to the 

construction of women’s identity formation invites a reconstruction process that 

privileges the relational, mirroring Beth Weavers’ argument that social relations 

enable, constrain or sustain desistance (2013). In privileging the relational and 

the reflexive, Weaver suggests that desistance-promoting practices “are those 

that can (re)connect people to circuits of social reciprocity, enhance / build 

connections between people and which can foster personal and relational 

reflexivity and create opportunities for social participation” (2013, p. 85). In 

rewriting their narratives, women offenders are, by necessity, rewriting their 

relationships to others. In the context of the theatre project, this rewriting was 

experienced as relational shifts that they noticed occurring more broadly in their 

lives: 

A:  I’ve always been the shoulder that everyone cries on …. 
Q:  So has that changed at all through doing the theatre program?  
A: Yes. I would normally just let them go on and put up with them. I’d just sit 
there and let it go on, whereas now I get up and walk away, because it would 
just get to me and grate at me and it would eat me away. So I don’t say 
anything now but I just get up and walk out. Yeah, to just go ‘look, you know 
what, this is not my problem and I don’t have to sit here and listen to this.’ 
(Interview – Kath) 

 
I think during the devising of the play, I was sitting there going through all the 
old stories and things like that, and I’ve gone I can’t do that anymore. I’ve got a 
child and I’ve got a husband and things like that and I’ve got family and I can’t 
do this to them again, no way. So I’m going from, well once I’m released 
obviously, I’ll be going from criminal to no, not anymore, that’s it, that’s behind 
me, not a chance of me doing it again. (Interview – Zoe) 
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In both devised performance pieces, relationships were central to the stories 

told. In Home Again, each scene featured the relationship of the protagonist/s to 

others and the implications of these encounters for the overarching narrative. In 

Her Name is Alice, the story of Alice’s journey weaves through a network of 

interpersonal encounters that are incorporated as positions in the mini-society 

of Alice’s self. Her moments of self-reflection are populated by internal and 

external self-positions, and her redemption, and the development of self-

knowledge, is an inherently dialogical phenomenon. This is exemplified in the 

final scene as Alice encounters the White Rabbit and the Jabberwocky; both 

characters simultaneously external and internal to Alice’s self. This production in 

many ways presents the reconstruction of the ‘dialogical self’ (Hermans & 

Kempen, 1993), moving beyond a simple dichotomy of the internal world of self 

and the external world of the other to where the self is populated by a 

multiplicity of characters in dialogue, experiencing both continuity and renewal. 

For the women involved, this production recreated their own reflexive journey, 

dialoguing with aspects of self, reviewing and revising their relationship with 

their past identity.  

 

Finding the Real Me: Change and Continuity of the Self 

 
The process of secondary desistance involves the scripting of redemption. This, 

according to Maruna (2001), is the rewriting of one’s narrative identity to 

produce a sense of continuity between a self that committed the crime, the 

renewing self of the present, and a future self where crime is not an option. This 

continuous story of self is challenged by the ruptures of crime and incarceration, 

creating a chasm between the old me and the new me and, according to Ricoeur 

(1992), requiring a process of narration where disparate events are woven into a 

relatively coherent whole. 

 

Through the backward-and-forward-looking processes of recollection and 

projection, coupled with self-reflection through the drama process, the women in 

these theatre projects affected a constancy of self. Ricoeur (1992) considers this 

self-constancy a normative notion: who I think I am provides the reasons for 
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what I do and how I think, making me accountable both to myself and to others. 

In the context of the theatre projects, these women constituted their identity by 

enacting narratives that existed between a past that in the process of being is 

and a future ideal ,denounced  toward which they strive.  

 

Maruna (2001) – following McAdams, Diamond, de St. Aubin, and Mansfield 

(1997) – proposes that unity of self and a sense of purpose are predicated upon 

the development of a redemption script, whereby the offender rediscovers ‘the 

real me’ – the me that was there all along, but was disadvantaged by 

circumstance. In the women’s interviews we can see this reference to a 

‘continuous me’ that is the non-offender, the moral voice: 

I used to be 70% thinking I'm never going to jail, but now I'm 100% that I’ll 
never do anything again. Not just because the play changed me, but because 
this is not who I am. It’s not who I am, and like I don’t know if you know I 
dobbed myself in and I stopped crime in between two countries. So deep 
inside I haven’t changed – like I've got morals. We were taught that. 
(Interview – Rita) 

 

In terms of narrative reconstruction, the ‘real me’ is in some way separate from 

the vicissitudes of life and is free to move forward into a non-offending future. 

Presser (2009) has argued that the act of narration presupposes a moral self in 

the narrating present and holds the potential to attenuate one’s supposed 

deviance. Linde explains: “The reflexivity created by the act of narration means 

that the speaker is always moral, even if the protagonist of the narrative is not” 

(1993, p. 123). This view suggests that narrative is constitutive of action; and in 

taking up a narrative or dramatic position, each woman enables changed 

behaviour. On the subject of narrative Presser ponders: 

Perhaps we criminologists have shied away from the view of narrative as 
constitutive of action due to a reluctance to grant the offender-narrator 
his/her moral authority – the capacity to weigh in on the logic of their 
lives in a way that we cannot. (Presser, 2009, p. 192)  
 

Within the context of the theatre project, the women were ‘weighing in on the 

logic of their lives’ through the stories they were creating, reflecting on past and 

future selves in the process. These were stories of who they were, who they are 

now, and who they might become. They were stories both of hope and of 

reclaiming a lost self.   
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In the year one project, Home Again, the women were weaving a group narrative 

that contained threads of their own stories about homes they had come from and 

homes to which they were going. The devising process placed them in the 

position of moral narrator, constructing a cohesive story that ended with a view 

to their future self – a self that was finding her way home again. The final scene 

begins with the women out of role, presenting their Me Boxes to the audience and 

making a statement that encapsulates their potential future self. As they cradle 

their precious past self in the form of the box in their hands – this box that 

contained many secret stories – they take a determined and hopeful stance. Their 

statements: “I can be assertive”, “My children are my focus now”, “I won’t let the 

money push me around”, “I’ve found a new me” announce their own epilogue to 

the story, each woman in that moment claiming the play’s dramatic narrative as 

her own.  

 

In Her Name is Alice, the use of allegory enabled this same narrative cohesion, 

this time with a view to devising a story that revolved more directly around the 

women’s experiences of crime, conviction and prison. In the early stages of the 

project, games and exercises that sought to introduce the women to theatrical 

skill development also became a vehicle for ‘weighing up the logic of their lives’. 

Here Anya reflects on a series of drama exercises that focused on exploring and 

developing the voice:  

When I was a child, I was to be “seen and not heard”. I was not entitled to an 
opinion, I was not allowed to answer back, I was not allowed to defend 
myself. As an adult I met a Maori man and we would spend hours upon 
hours with his whanau, sitting around singing, laughing, drinking. I was 
amazed how no-one was embarrassed to make a noise, whether it be pulling 
out a guitar, singing, or even just laughing. … Slowly I started to open up. I 
came to see that no one actually noticed or even cared whether I sang 
perfectly, loudly or even well. It started me on a path that I am still on, 
which is to reclaim my voice. This is why for me, this theatre group is so 
important – to literally stand under a spotlight in front of people and make 
a noise – to claim my space on this earth and reclaim my right to my voice. 
(Reflection journal – Anya). 

 

Claiming her voice became a theme for Anya throughout the project, a core 

metaphor that made sense of her life, echoed in her contributions to the group 
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narrative and in her role as Alice. For Anya, voice was a metaphor for aspects of 

self that had been there all along, but had been silenced and were now emerging 

within the context of the theatre project. 

 

 

Kath, a woman with ongoing health problems and poor self-image, had lost her 

hair and would cover her head with a small turban or scarf. In many ways, Kath’s 

self-script was of an ineffectual self. In her post-performance interview, she 

reflects on her experience of playing the Cheshire Cat in Her Name is Alice. In this 

scene, Kath demonstrated a certain feline seductiveness and a grace that belied 

her normally self-conscious stance: 

Q:  What was that like for you?  
A:  Scary (laughs). You have no idea how far different that is for me, and the 
comments I’ve been getting have been “We cannot believe that was you.” I’m 
this shy, timid, naïve person and even P, one of the officers, was going “I 
could not believe that was you!” That was an amazing experience. Yeah.  
Q:  Acting a character that was so different?  
A:  Yes, and when you said “Cheshire Cat” that first time, I was going “Oh 
no!” and then after I’d had that surgery and had that possibility of not doing 
it, I was like “Oh no, I’m doing it. I really want to do it.” I really wanted to do 
it so bad I guess for myself as well.  
Q:  So what did the Cheshire Cat teach you?  
A:  In a lot of ways that I could be this other person and that I could go out 
and still be me – I know that he was in a sort of counselling role in the scene, 
but the way I came out onto that stage, I was semi-attractive and happy and 
it was kind of nice to feel that way and to get those comments.  And people 
going “Woah!”. I’ve never experienced that. Well not for a very long time, 
and it was kind of nice.  
Q:  And how does that make you reflect on yourself?  
A:  Maybe somewhere in there I’m not so bad.  
(Interview – Kath). 

 

Here we see that Kath not only experiences herself differently in the moment on 

stage as the Cheshire Cat, but, supported by the positive feedback of the audience 

and her fellow performers, begins to experience an ongoing sense of self that has 

new possibilities. The real me in there has been accessed in role, and in so doing 

has expanded its capacity. In her interview, Kath reflects on her harsh self-

judgement, claiming that somewhere in there I’m not so bad. This rewriting of her 

narrative enables a shift to a more positive sense of self, one that is perhaps less 

exposed to the predicaments that left her vulnerable to crime. Later in her 
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interview, Kath specifies the psychological and physical transformation that she 

attributes to this experience: 

In a physical sense I don’t like the way I look, I would not go out in public 
without all of this [referring to head scarf/wig] on. I can sit in public now 
without my turban on. I really didn’t like the way I looked. I’ve not worn 
makeup and I was using makeup for theatre and I’ve even bought eye 
shadow now for the first time. I just didn’t like who I was. Yeah, now I’ll sit 
out in front of all the girls with my hair out. I’ve got hair growth, I’ve not 
had hair growth. I’ll actually show you, I’ve got all this hair growth. I had 
nothing for so long. (Interview – Kath) 

 
 

The staff who were working as case managers recognised the theatre project as 

assisting the women to uncover the ‘real me’. When interviewed post-

performance, the staff seemed to make sense of the women’s participation and 

achievements through the project as an expression of ‘the other person in there’, 

or the ‘real me’. This idea was consistent with the articulated philosophy of the 

Centre in its approach to case management, where staff saw their role as 

assisting the women to uncover a lost self, one that had the fortitude to rewrite 

their story and move away from crime. Consequently staff positioned the theatre 

project, not only as supportive of their case management aims, but as the catalyst 

in bringing their own efforts to fruition:  

But I think I was mostly in awe of the talent and some of the people that you 
didn’t expect – take [inmate name], for example. Just a different way of 
looking at her and I’m seeing the other person that’s under there, so I was 
just astounded by that. And for quite a number of them, just quite 
astounded. When we’re talking to them we’re trying to find that person for 
them, saying, “You know there’s another person in there.” And to see it was 
brilliant. (Interview – Officer E) 

 

 

The women’s interviews revealed an attribution of their shifting sense of self to 

the ‘radically different environment’ (Stevens, 2012) of the theatre project:  

So theatre gave me a lot of those qualities that somewhere along the line I 
have lost. I had them for a long time and then when all of my court stuff 
came up, I just started losing myself. I started losing a lot about myself. But 
going through the theatre helped me to rebuild those things. (Interview – 
Penny) 
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Similarly, another woman attributes ‘finding herself’ to the space that theatre 

provided for her self-exploration and discovery, and the way that the facilitation 

enabled that ‘allowing’ process:  

I think there’s so many more girls out there that are coming through the 
system now that can benefit from something like [theatre]. It may even help 
to limit the statistics of girls returning because they’re able to address 
things that not necessarily you can get sometimes from officers because it 
has to be in you. You can’t be what they want you to do [be]. You have to 
find that for yourself and the theatre allowed me to find that for myself, not 
have people tell me what I should find or what they see in me. It was 
something that I needed to find and the theatre allowed me to do that. So 
you and everybody that runs it and brings it to the surface, you allowed me 
to take that time, to find out what it was that I needed to fix, and what it 
was that was going to benefit me. (Interview – May) 

 
This notion of theatre providing a space for allowing rather than obliging 

transformation, contrasts the processes used in this project with the more 

didactic methods employed by rehabilitation-focused drama models such as TiPP 

(Thompson, 1999), or more therapeutic drama methodologies such as 

psychodrama (Baim, Burmeister & Maciel, 2007). By providing what Katherine 

Fox has called ‘a shared moral space’ (2015), this approach might be best 

understood as a container for the women’s narrative reconstruction, as opposed 

to a direct intervention. 

 

In many ways the project became a ‘hook for change’ (Giordano et al., 2002) or a 

‘structural support’ (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009) where the women 

developed, through guided self-reflection, an emotional resonance with the 

project and a cognitive openness to doing things differently; both necessary, 

according to Giordano and her colleagues, for identity reconstruction. For Rita, 

this emotional connection with the project was central to her experience of 

change: 

Yeah, it hit the heart, the soul, it just went in, it’s hitting the heart, that’s the 
best way to describe it. It’s very hard to describe that feeling. It’s not an easy 
description. There’s no words for it. (Interview – Rita) 

 

By recognising and emotionally connecting with the project as a catalyst for 

change, the women began to craft a ‘replacement self’ through which they started 
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to filter decisions, actions and their own stories. For some, the project became 

the hook for current changed behaviour:  

 I think if I didn’t do this play I probably would have still been the same 
person that walked into prison, and my time would have been harder if I 
didn’t do this play. (Interview – Rita) 

 

Others attributed a new sense of empathy and the ability to reflect upon their 

crime to their experience in the project: 

At the time I was always on a high or drunk and I really didn’t look at life 
the way I look at it now. It was all about me before. It was being selfish, like 
I call myself selfish. But the play and being in here - it just made me realise 
that what I did, how it affected other people. I'm putting myself in their 
shoes and from what I did, I can just imagine how they're feeling and the 
sadness (Interview – Peata) 

 

Consistent with Ricoeur (1992), Giordano et al. (2002), propose that this 

replacement self begins to construct a narrative where the old offending self is 

no longer a viable identity. Similarly, Paternoster and Bushway (2009) argue that 

the move towards desistance involves ‘casting off’ old identities in favour of 

alternative versions of the self. For Anya, casting off a self that was silenced by 

family violence allowed her to claim a new version of herself, one that had a 

voice: 

I feel like I've only scratched the surface of what I could be capable of, what 
I could learn about myself, and of the stories that I could tell. It's kind of like, 
I've got my voice and I don't ever want to lose it again. I want to celebrate it, 
make the most of it, and enjoy it - make it as big and bright and colourful as 
I can. That's how it feels. You'll never know. There's no words that can really 
explain what it did to me, what it gave me back. (Interview – Anya) 

 

For Penny, whose perfectionism placed her under enormous pressure 

throughout her life, eventually leading to her offending, the experience of doing 

something new, something where the outcome was unknown, was challenging. 

Through the workshop process, where the women learned to experiment and 

play with ideas in dramatic form, Penny’s need for certainty and perfection 

loosened: she began to question her black and white world and see herself as the 

explorer:  

I’ve come to realise that when I go home: my main crime by getting in here 
was feeling the need to be in control and feeling the need to be perfect. I had 
to have everything done the right way, the way it should be done, and it just 
made me realise that I don’t need to do that because I’m just a normal 
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person and I’m loved for what and who I am, and it’s okay to have your 
faults and flaws. It’s fine, and I learnt that because I knew that through the 
theatre I’ve gone, “I can’t act. I can’t do any of this,” and I knew that that 
wasn’t my high point, but I was okay with that. For some people it’s not that 
easy. For some people they need to be a perfectionist out there and even in 
something like the theatre, and then I just kind of formed the conclusion 
that I can get up there and make an idiot out of myself but I’ve been able to 
laugh it off. Before that, I would have taken pure offence to that. I would 
have dropped out of theatre and I would never have even bothered. Would 
never have even bothered or given it a go. (Interview – Penny) 

 

As she reflects on her former more rigid self and on the more flexible, playful and 

accepting person she now senses herself to be, Penny makes a connection with a 

future story: a woman who will go home as a normal person who is loved for who 

and what I am and its okay to have your faults and flaws, a woman who can laugh 

it off and give it a go.  

 

Through recollection and projection within the drama-devising process, the 

women could be seen to be navigating a tension between a constancy of self and 

the constant project of renewal. Rumgay (2004) has argued that attempts to 

desist may result from this tension between the subjectively perceived past self 

and the desire to adopt a more conventional, pro-social identity. In many ways 

the theatre project became a form of ‘structural support’ (Paternoster & 

Bushway, 2009) for the navigation of this narrative tension, providing the 

women with the necessary pro-social opportunities to assist them on their way 

to becoming, in Paternoster and Bushway’s (2009) terms ‘possible selves’.  

 

Finding that I Can: Agency  

 
“I’ve done something in this place” (Interview – Sonja) 
 
Agency, the capacity to govern one’s life and initiate change, is at the heart of 

secondary desistance. Despite differences in theoretical emphasis, there is 

consensus within the criminological literature that “the view that human beings 

are agents who construct narrative identities and engage in personal projects 

based on these identities, indicates that they have some degree of plasticity and 

ability to shape their lives and their circumstances” (Ward & Marshall, 2007, p. 
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280). It is the degree of this plasticity that is central to the differences in 

emphasis amongst desistance theorists (see Paternoster, Bachman, Bushway, 

Kerrison, & O’Connell, 2015 for a critical review); with some strongly subjective 

models of desistance emphasising individual motivation and willpower: “One 

need only decide to change and envision a new identity for oneself in order to go 

straight” (LeBel et al., 2008, p. 138), and others acknowledging the structural 

inequalities and barriers in the social context that impact agentic moves towards 

desistance. 

 

For women offenders, particularly those who have experienced trauma and 

violence, agency is problematic. The subjective sense of incapacity experienced 

by these women as they are buffeted by gendered discourses and social inequity, 

profoundly impacts their identity formation, inhibiting motivation and limiting 

change. It therefore might be argued that women’s pathways to crime demand an 

acknowledgment of the social constraints on women’s agency in addition to 

individual factors. According to King (2013, p. 323), it “is the interplay between 

structure and action which determines the orientation of agency that will 

dominate at a given point in time.” Agency is therefore a dance between 

individual and environmental factors, requiring more than just willpower. For 

King, agency is “not something which is possessed, but rather a quality of 

engagement between the actor and their structural context” (p. 323), an 

engagement that is both imaginative and reflexive.  

 

This interplay between the social and the individual and the role that reflection 

and insight played in the recognition of these factors, became evident in the 

analysis of the reflection journals and post-performance interviews of the 

women in the project. As they became increasingly aware of their capacity to 

create change, they also expressed a developing insight into the paralysing force 

of the social constraints that had limited their sense of self. This is most vividly 

exemplified in Anya’s written reflection: 

If you have not been exposed to family/domestic violence (and even if you 
have), it can be hard to understand how profoundly and deeply it impacts. 
The bruises and broken bones heal, the harsh words recede with time, but 
domestic violence changes – deeply - who you believe yourself to be. I truly 



 190 

believe that when exposed to family/domestic violence, one of the first 
things to be lost is your sense-of-self – of who you believe yourself to be, of 
what you stand for, of what you believe you do (and don’t) deserve. Without 
a sense-of-self, you are a tiny boat without a keel, without oars, without a 
rudder, bobbing around in an enormous ocean. You have no tools or way of 
navigating the storms, the turbulence, or knowing your way. You are at the 
whim of every current, every wave, and every storm. Every harsh word, 
every criticism, every name you are called you take on board and believe, 
because if you do not know who you are, you have no frame of reference. If 
you are told you are stupid, you believe it. If you are told you are not good 
enough, you believe it. You lose yourself, and become merely a reflection of 
whatever is held up to you. (Reflection journal – Anya) 

 
A paralysing lack of agency was a feature of the stories these women told of their 

lives before prison, stories of being silenced, of being ineffectual, of life becoming 

too hard. Within these stories we can hear the discursive positioning and 

gendered ways of being that constructed and constricted these women as they 

moved towards crime:  

I used to think that being like this was a normal lifestyle, by saying no to 
your kids is a no-no. To say no to your husband is a no-no, that you have to 
do everything you can in your power to get them or give them whatever 
they need. I realise because of that, that’s why I'm in here. Through the 
theatre project [I’ve learned] about the part where you have to give, give, 
give, about doing everything for my partner so he doesn’t get bored or leave 
me. (Reflection journal – Rita) 
 
After my divorce, facing the reality of it all was just too much. … Life was 
overwhelming, the children, the new location, worrying about money, 
worrying about my future, worrying, worrying, worrying all the time. My 
brain was full of ideas but I felt tired – that I couldn’t execute them. There 
were no answers to my problems – lawyers let me down, I felt injustice, my 
voice was not heard. (Reflection journal – May) 

 

The women’s lack of agency in these stories and the apparent emergence of 

agency during the theatre project, became an important focus for the analysis of 

the interview and reflection data. This material revealed the presence of both 

individual and social constraints on the way these women governed their lives. It 

also revealed their growing sense of capacity as they journeyed through the 

theatre project, a capacity they attributed to their participation. Of interest here 

is the role that the theatre project played in this agentic shift: how being involved 

in theatre impacted the way these women viewed the individual and social forces 
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that had inhibited them, and the way the theatre project might best be 

understood in terms of having assisted their moves towards desistance.  

 

As previously discussed, McAdams’ Life Story model of identity has provided a 

rich source of theoretical material that Maruna (2001) has drawn upon in 

developing his theory of desistance through identity reconstruction. Within the 

Life Story model, McAdams has proposed four central themes of agency 

(McAdams, 2001; McAdams, Hoffman, Day & Mansfield, 1996;): self-mastery, 

status, achievement/responsibility, and empowerment. For the purposes of this 

analysis, these themes provide a useful lens through which these women’s 

expressions of agency might be viewed.  

 
Self-mastery 

 
Self-mastery can be understood as the individual gaining a sense of insight into 

the meaning of her life or the control or mastery over self or the environment. 

Throughout the reflection journals and interviews, self-mastery is evident. The 

ways in which the women gained a sense of meaning and direction, self-efficacy, 

or control over impulses and emotions and over the vicissitudes of group work, 

can be seen. For some, self-mastery meant stepping out of one’s comfort zone, 

doing something novel, or extending oneself; for others, it was moving against 

entropy and one’s previous inclination to be lazy or difficult; and for others it 

was the development of tolerance or resilience: 

You feel like you’ve accomplished something, not just for yourself, but for the 
whole group, other people that was involved because it was hard work. We 
had to not let your guard down. You can't be lazy and think that you can't 
play your part because you're part of the group. You learn that you can't let 
the team down, so it doesn’t matter, you had to concentrate on what you do 
and make sure you do your job. (Interview – Peata) 

 

Each woman expressed in some way this sense of self-mastery, often in the face 

of addiction and histories of domestic violence:  

Because of the hard work and yeah tears, tears of joy, you know, hard work 
and all that and to see the outcome of it was the best value – of showing my 
family, the value of me having what I had achieved. This is my achievement 
for getting off that substance and being able to do theatre – it’s amazing. 
(Interview – Sonja) 
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The more you experience life, yourself, other people, problems, things that 
you're scared of, the more you will find out and the more you want to learn 
and the more exciting it gets. (Interview – Maggie) 

 
 

Rita comments in her interview on her developing sense of self-mastery in the 

face of a strongly gendered position in her marriage, and in the role she saw 

theatre playing in that awakening:  

Well when you think about something before you do it, you’re not going to 
do something stupid. When you’ve got confidence in yourself. I thought I had 
confidence. I probably didn’t. The confidence I thought I had was different to 
the confidence that I've learnt in this [theatre project]. The confidence I had 
was about me looking good and attractive and appealing and being a good 
housewife; that’s not confidence. Confidence is when you know that you can 
do something without someone else helping you - on your own. (Interview – 
Rita) 

 

As she reflects upon a newfound confidence gained through the theatre project, 

Rita becomes aware of the limitations of basing her identity on her looks and 

being a good housewife. Her new sense of confidence unlocks the door to 

independence, a knowledge and surety of her own capacity for action. Of interest 

here is the way in which she attributes being able to think about something before 

you do it (a form of self-mastery) with avoiding offending behaviour (doing 

something stupid). 

 

For each of the women, the theatre project became a reference point to 

springboard their future agency (if I can do this I can do anything). As they 

anticipated future challenges, there was a sense of resilience, an excitement 

about exploring new capacities: 

Q: What did you learn about yourself?  
A: About myself? That I can do things if I put my mind to it. Anything is 
possible. (Interview – Maggie) 

 
 
 

Overcoming a crippling sense of inadequacy was a strong theme that ran through 

every interview. The women were aware of their low self-worth and the way that 

this shifted through the course of the project.  They saw their involvement in the 

theatre project as a reminder of their worth which then enabled a questioning of 
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their self-negation. In this way theatre became the catalyst for enhancing their 

felt capacity and hope for the future. 

I take away from this to not be scared of standing up in front of people and 
just talking in general, or I look at it like having confidence in myself. If 
someone finds out I'm an ex-prisoner, I can say, look I've learned all these 
things from this – you can be judgemental about it, but your judgement's not 
going to matter to me because I've learnt to be a better person and I'm 
stronger and more confident and I'm – what's the word – I don’t know. I want 
to be helpful too, in the future, helpful to other people. I don’t want to be 
scared. I really don’t want to be scared. ... Being here, doing the acting, going 
through it – I think whatever life has to throw at me outside, I'm just going to 
be ok. (Interview – Kath) 
 
It’s something that I’ll remember for the rest of my life, I think. When I feel 
like I can’t do something, I think I’ll remember this. I think I’ll always 
remember this. We were talking about this the other day. This is so far out 
of my comfort zone to do something like this. If I can do this, I think I can do 
anything. (Interview – Penny) 

 

For Penny, being able to do anything was not a case of becoming a future 

superwoman, but of arriving at a place of self-acceptance, a gentler place where 

mistakes could be made without self-recrimination and shame:  

Everyone has their place. And I found mine and that was what I needed. I 
needed to find my place and doing the theatre allowed me to do that. So 
when I go home, I finally know what my place is. So instead of thinking, “No, 
I’m not even going to try and do this because I’m not very good at it and I 
can’t succeed. I’m going to give it a go. I may look like an idiot but that’s 
okay too.” I think that was one of the biggest things that I needed. 
(Interview – Penny) 

 
Knowing my place has allowed Penny to acknowledge a self that has settled, that 

has nothing to prove – a self that can try new things. 

 

Status 

 
According to McAdams, the agency theme of status can be understood as 

achieving a new heightened social status with peers or significant others. Status 

refers to significant recognition, which is over and above regular achievement. 

The theme of status was evident in the way these women spoke in their 

interviews of the new levels of mutual respect they felt for each other, and for the 

staff, and the recognition they experienced from other inmates, their own 

families, and the audience.  
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Performing for one’s family was monumental for these women; it was both the 

principal source of apprehension approaching the performances, and the 

greatest source of achievement and satisfaction following. The shift in how the 

women perceived their families’ view of their incarcerated mother, daughter, or 

wife, from one of failure to achiever, made a significant impact upon their sense 

of capacity to make changes: 

A:  Yeah, he [my husband] likes it. He said that he likes the me standing up 
for myself because usually I just okay, yes, yes, okay, okay I can do that, yes 
I’ll do that, oh, I’ll just quickly finish this and then I’ll do that. So he said just 
for me standing up for myself it’s a big change.  
Q:  Why do you think that’s important?  
A:  So I don’t get pushed around all the time. So I can do things that interest 
me, not just do things for the sake of doing things because others want me 
to. (Interview – Zoe) 
 

My mum saw it and my mum says it was actually one of the few times in my 
life where's she's actually told me that she's proud of me (right before she 
dug the knife in) but I can only recall one other time in my life when she's 
told me that she's proud of me. So, that was really big. (Interview – Anya) 
 
It was like, wow, we must be doing a really good job. I think we did pretty 
well. So that was the feeling that of achievement. … But it was like your 
family didn’t know that side of you or didn’t think that you are capable of 
doing these things. But to see you perform and to do, really do, a good job. 
Yeah, it's amazing. We're not just prisoners, we are very talented prisoners. 
(Interview – Peata) 

 

 

The women also expressed a shift in the way other inmates treated them after 

the performance.  Penny attributes this shift, not only to the other inmates’ 

respect for her performance, but also to her newfound sense of courage and self-

assuredness when interacting with them: 

  
Other participants noticed a shift in the way they were treated by staff: 

I don’t know what made the officers change. There’s a big change in the 
officers. They’re a bit more understanding. They’re caring, and before we 
were like robots and they were like the commanders. They didn’t ask if we 
were all right or feeling all right or can you or may you. It was like do this, 
do that, do this, don’t do that, no, no. There were no feelings. I don’t know if 
it was since that play, but I'm sure it was since that play most officers have 
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changed, yeah, and I can see two officers dramatically change and they’d 
seen the play twice. (Interview – Rita) 

 

This awareness of a shift in staff-participant relations was reciprocal. Staff 

interviews told of a sense of heightened respect for the performers. Here one 

officer explains how, over the course of the two projects, she had become aware 

of how much she had lost touch with the humanity of the inmates, how she had 

sensed this slipping from her grasp over her 25 years of service, and how the 

theatre project had provided a forum for the women to tell their stories in such a 

way that she could now empathise and reclaim compassion and respect for the 

women she oversaw:  

Q:  How do you think the staff received the project?  
A:  Great. Absolutely. I must be honest. When I – the very first time when you 
first started with the first play, I didn’t – I could not see how it would help, so 
it’s been great for me to see both of these productions because it does help.  
Q:  What do you think has changed your mind?  
A:  The – just that these women are human, that they’ve got a human side. 
After being on the job for 25 years, I guess you lose touch. So it was good to 
bring me back to that as well without, like to realise that yes, they’ve got 
families at home, yes, they’ve got loved ones, yes, they were put in a 
situation. That’s what you’ve brought out in them to tell us these stories. 
(Interview – Officer C) 

 

Another officer expressed respect for the abilities of the women, recognising in 

them talents that he did not possess. Here he applauds the theatre project for 

providing the opportunity or methodology to uncover these latent but admirable 

abilities:  

I mean, I see what the benefits are, yeah. It’s like people – I’m always 
amazed at the skills some people have. I mean, I have prisoners take up a 
guitar and within 24 hours they can play! You think, “I can’t do that!” But, 
you know, there’s a lot of natural stuff out there and unless you stretch them 
somehow you’re never going to find it. (Interview – Officer M) 

 

 

The recognition of strangers had a profound impact upon the women’s status. 

The applause of the audience, their positive comments during the Q & A and their 

expressions of admiration and support in their informal conversations following 

the performance reinforced the women’s sense of accomplishment. Their 

confidence was palpable. No longer were these women reticent to talk to 
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strangers, try new things or make plans for the future. There was a sense of joy 

and optimism that accompanied a genuine delight in their own sense of capacity:   

A bit more courage to give it a go, to give a lot of things a go. More ways of 
doing the theatre, because I do a Barista course here, and going up to the 
families that I don’t know, I’m a lot more at ease talking to strangers now. 
I’m a lot more comfortable. And I enjoy that now, I enjoy doing that and 
being around other people, strangers, and not worrying about them seeing 
my flaws. Because I think that everyone I talk to is going to be judging me or 
looking for a flaw. I haven’t worried about it. Also in the last few weeks, it’s 
funny, I can’t describe the feeling but it’s an amazing feeling. (Interview – 
Kath) 
 
Q:  And what was it like at the end when you got their applause and their 
comments?  
A:  That was an unreal moment. It was something that I didn’t expect. I 
thought we were good. I thought we were really good as a team, I thought 
we’ve actually done something pretty good but to think that other people 
thought that as well, that just made it even – I couldn’t believe it. You know, 
this little group of jail girls where the world has being saying “Youse are no 
good. You’re hopeless” and then to find out that we were all pretty good. 
And we got a copy of the review yesterday which I mailed one out to my 
daughter. It’s a nice feeling that we are capable of doing it. (Interview – 
Maggie) 

 

 

The review referred to here was written by a Queensland theatre critic who 

attended the performance (see Appendix C). This unsolicited review, written as a 

spontaneous response to the performance for the benefit of the women and their 

custodial staff, became a tangible form of public recognition for the women 

involved. They saw the reviewer as a significant ‘other’, an expert audience 

member, someone whose opinion they respected and whose recognition of their 

efforts bolstered their sense of their own capacity: 

Apart from everything that I've already told you about, that review that 
that lady wrote. I wish I could meet her and tell her how important that was 
for me. Because, you know like when you are a kid and your mum says, oh, 
you're so pretty. Yeah, you've got to say that because you're my mum. You 
know, like it was – to have somebody thank you – to have somebody who 
knows the difference between good theatre and bad theatre – to have 
somebody who's respected for their opinion, and who has no emotional 
investment in it, to say the things that she said was – for me, was so 
confirming. And I wish I could tell her that. I wish I could sit down over 
coffee and explain to her how significant that was for me. Because you're 
invested. You know all of us; you love us; you want it to go well – you know 
what I mean? Like everybody else that I knew that was involved was 
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invested, but to have somebody who knows what they're talking about but 
who wasn't invested – who had no reason to say the things that she said 
was, yeah, really significant for me. (Interview – Anya) 

 

Achievement/Responsibility 

 
Achievement/Responsibility refers to the achievement of tasks, jobs, instrumental 

goals, or the assumption of important responsibilities. In this analysis, this theme 

is indicated by the women’s expressions of feeling proud, confident, 

accomplished, or successful in: 

1) meeting significant challenges or overcoming important obstacles; or  

2) taking on major responsibilities for tasks, other people, or assuming roles that 

require the person to be in charge of things or people. 

 

The women’s sense of achievement emerged from their acquisition of skills, a 

process aided by their commitment and persistence. These skills included 

theatre skills, social skills, communication skills, emotion regulation skills, and 

creative skills. The women were performing: moving in ways they had never 

moved, singing in harmony, using masks, projecting voices, inhabiting 

characters, responding to an audience. Stagecraft. Posture. Vocal techniques. 

They were creating: poems, dances, scripts, clay masks, Me Boxes, props, 

costumes, sets, journals. They were communicating who they were, where they 

had been, what they had seen, what they thought, and how they felt: ideas, 

opinions, emotions, directions, questions. Giving and taking in discussions. 

Taking risks, and being assertive. Listening. Trusting. Accepting:  

Q:  What skills did you notice yourself developing in that project? 
A:  A lot of skills, talking, listening, paying attention if that’s a skill, drawing 
[laughs] I don’t know.  All I can say, I have learnt a lot.  Skill-wise, I don’t 
know, I’ve learned how to act a bit more …  I think it's hard work being an 
actress, but I think when you're confident and you believe that you can do 
anything and then that’s a better skill, believing in yourself. (Interview – 
Peata) 

 
 

Throughout their interviews, the women acknowledged this sense of 

accomplishment: they were not oblivious to the commitments they had made 

and the responsibilities they had carried. Interestingly they linked 
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accomplishment and responsibility to their growing sense of capacity to rewrite 

who they sensed themselves to be…women with presence: 

I’ve learnt a new skill, and I’ve learnt not to be shy, I’m more assertive. I 
don’t just walk into somewhere and just hide in the corner of a room; I just 
burst on in through the doors. Here I am. (Interview – Zoe) 
 
For me, it was about self-discovery, about self-respect, and respecting others 
and facing your fears and accepting responsibility. (Interview – Peata) 

 

 

In the following segment from Penny’s interview, we can see how her sense of 

accomplishment is enabled by her family’s appreciation of the difficulties she has 

endured through her incarceration journey. For them to also witness the fruits of 

her labour in the theatre project, to appreciate her hard work and her courage, 

and the impact she had on an audience, reinforces her pride and allows her to 

own a new ‘credibility’: 

I’ve never performed in front of people before. I was like in high school in 
drama in Grade Eight, and I’d never done anything to do with that before 
ever, and the biggest thing for me was being able to do it in front of my 
family and show them that it has been a really hard road doing this. Like 
there was absolutely nothing easy about theatre. Nothing. Like not having 
to discuss all your personal things and there was nothing easy about 
theatre. But the benefits at the end! When you walked out and you just saw 
people crying and people smiling and people clapping, you just felt this huge 
sense of accomplishment and that was what made me feel that for once I’ve 
really, really accomplished something. I haven’t really accomplished it for 
my family, I’ve accomplished it for me, because I wanted to do it, and as 
much as I had my family’s support and everybody else’s, I did it for me. So 
the acknowledgement and the credibility that I felt in what I had done was 
amazing. It was the best thing for me. (Interview – Penny) 

 

Theatre involves discipline, a discipline that takes many forms. This involves the 

more obvious demands of public performance, an endpoint that provides its own 

timeline and imperatives; however, there is also the day-to-day discipline of the 

group process, with its demands to learn new skills, to build ensemble and 

contribute ideas and energy. Commitment to the process involves taking up the 

mantle of one’s role: contributing ideas, trying new things, taking direction, 

learning lines, memorising and practicing. It involves a commitment to the 

group: listening, working cooperatively with others whom you have perhaps 

avoided or disliked, trusting, believing, and in the end supporting. The discipline 
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of theatre is encapsulated in the adage ‘the show must go on’, and the theatre 

project provided an opportunity for a ‘greater good’ to be constructed which 

allowed for commitment and responsibility beyond self-interest: 

I felt [tired] and I kept kicking myself and I’m going hang on a minute.  I 
mean we’re all tired and all the girls sort of said that, that they were self-
doubting because they were tired, but in the end we thought it doesn’t 
matter.  We did well.  We did well.  We did brilliantly.  Doesn’t matter.  
Everyone gets tired.  Performers get tired. So the show must go on like you 
said. (Interview – Sonja) 

 
 
The women viewed this sense of responsibility and commitment as an 

accomplishment. As their level of commitment increased, so too did their 

confidence and sense of future capacity: 

I thought the discipline was good. The discipline of doing something and 
finishing it was a good thing. (Interview – May) 
 
Because I achieved something and it’s given me confidence, and if I can do 
that then what’s stopping me from doing anything else? Yeah. (Interview – 
Sonja) 

 

Staff also noticed a shift in the women’s general levels of commitment and 

responsibility, both to self and to others over the course of the project:  

The first thing was the commitment to exercise and getting their lungs 
going so they could perform better. Commitment to that exercise was 
amazing, because some of them - and to add to that, they’re still doing that, 
some of them. Not all of them, some of them. That was the first thing that 
was so obvious. But their whole commitment, they just didn’t want to miss it. 
In the beginning, I think they could’ve given it the flick real easy, but 
towards the end there would’ve been nothing that would get them to drop 
out of it. If you had’ve said, “No, we’re not doing this anymore,” they’d have 
been very disappointed. (Interview – Officer C) 

 

 

For Crystal, the move from low engagement to high engagement was a struggle, 

not only for herself, as she wrestled with the demands of sustained commitment, 

but also for the other women who were depending upon her within the 

ensemble. Crystal’s willingness to take on responsibility culminated in her 

contributing to the creative content, both in the devising of the work and in the 

performances, where she performed featured roles with a direction and purpose 
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rarely seen in her day-to-day life in the prison. This transferred to some shifts in 

behaviour post-performance as noted by the manager of the centre: 

A:  When I saw her it was very low engagement, very low motivation, very 
low – you know just low interest really. And then a development of that until 
it was high interest, high engagement and stamina, and physical ability to 
keep going. I think that with that person, that I also saw, you know, that she 
was somebody that we really had to push to keep going at the beginning.  
Q:  Yes. 
A:  And she certainly engaged, I thought, very, very well. What we’ve seen 
with her is that better choice making, knowing when to back off about other 
issues and a bit more self-awareness of how her behaviour affects other 
people. 
Q:  Okay. 
A: So I think with that person we certainly saw a shift and an increased 
maturity. And there was certainly an issue recently, where she could report 
to me that she had behaved much more maturely. And she actually said to 
me, “A while ago I would have done such and such, and such and such in 
that situation. But now I only swore to my friend next to me. I didn’t give her 
a spray like otherwise I would have.” So that was a really – I thought that 
was a good self-report from her, to say, “I actually did step back and decide 
not to yell abuse in that situation.” (Interview – Centre Manager) 

 

What is evident in this portion of interview text is the way in which Crystal also 

understood this shift in her ability to self-regulate. She is proud of her mature 

response and reports it to the manager. These changes in Crystal did not go 

unnoticed by the other women. Maxine reflects on her changed relationship with 

Crystal, from one of complete frustration to a recognition of the distance Crystal 

had travelled over the course of the project, from being a burden on the group to 

being an integral part of their success:  

I just think we really became a lot closer than we were during even some of 
the process. In particular with Crystal you know, and obviously I had been 
getting frustrated with her during the process, as you know, I’d spoken to 
you; and just watching some of the changes at the end and I thought, like I 
was really proud of her.  So, yeah, I'm proud. (Interview – Maxine) 
  

This sense of a shared accomplishment was pervasive. The success of each 

individual became a source of collective pride. One woman who had been 

intolerant and reserved in her interactions with other inmates, reflected in her 

interview on the changes she noticed in Crystal and Sonja, and also on her new 

sense of connection, empathy and admiration for her fellow performers: 
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It was really emotional. Even though I don’t get on – I shouldn’t say I don’t 
get on – I get on with all the girls – even though I don’t trust these girls, it’s 
like this sense of pride that you have in them, like Sonja for doing what she 
did. I’ve always got on with Sonja, but her depression – I understand her 
depression…For her to do what she ended up doing – because I really had a 
lot of doubt in her – I really did. Nearly everybody else I thought would be 
okay. Even Crystal, I knew she’d be okay on the day, but I really had a lot of 
doubt in Sonja. For her to get up and then do that, it was just the pride. I felt 
really, really proud of everybody at the end of it. To know that that feeling is 
– the next day even though someone would piss you off because they’ve said 
something – that’s gone now. It was so emotional. I was really, really proud 
of everybody. I thought they must be feeling like I’m feeling as well. They 
must be feeling how I’m feeling right now. (Interview – May) 
 

 

During Maggie’s interview, she recalls opening night, the night when Peata was 

overcome by nerves in her opening solo and the group joined in spontaneously 

to support her from the wings. Maggie is moved by the sense of support and 

mutual responsibility the ensemble felt for each other. It was dependable, certain 

and a profound experience of being able to trust another. In prison parlance, they 

‘had each other’s back’: 

A: Peata, on the first night when she came out, and I still remember this – I’ll 
remember this forever – when she came out and she couldn’t do the “ooh” 
thing, everybody started doing it. No one had to be told, and it happened 
from both sides [of the stage, in the wings]. It was just like, “Wow”. Everyone 
had her back. Everyone felt the emotion, and everyone had her back. That 
was an amazing feeling. 
Q:  So, you guys all started singing in the wings? 
A:  Yeah, we all started getting the “oohs” offstage, and it was just like wow. 
(Crying) 
Q:  Hey you don’t cry! 
A:  No, but it was really good. That was a pretty amazing feeling. 
(Interview – Maggie) 

 

Empowerment 
 

Empowerment occurs when an individual is enhanced, enlarged or ennobled by 

someone or something larger than the self. In prison this is rarely experienced in 

pro-social ways. However, in the context of this project, theatre took on this 

enlarged, ennobled, almost spiritual status. Theatre was more than the method 

or the goal; it was the cause, the raison d’être, and the sacred space. The theatre-

making process provided opportunities for the women to work with pro-social 
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others who could hold a vision for something more, both for the group and for 

each participant. The resulting show took on a life of its own beyond each 

participant, commanding a commitment to the production that transcended self-

interest. The resulting momentum to deliver, and the determination that ‘the 

show must go on’ enhanced the capacity of each woman to be a powerful agent of 

creation and of change. 

 

As the women moved into the university theatre, they were struck by the magic 

of a world of alchemists, mixing lights, images, and sounds in mysterious and 

fascinating ways to bring their story to theatrical reality. Technical rehearsals, 

with the plotting of lights and constructing of sets – often times of tedium for 

performers – were met with patience and awe:  

I tried to explain to mum you have no idea what goes into a theatre.  I mean 
it took them a week just to get the lighting and the sound and you wouldn’t 
think it.  You’d look at it and you go oh yeah it’s a theatre, but you’ve got no 
idea what hard work it is.  (Interview – Sonja) 

 

As they ventured onto the stage, the empty space became Valhalla, a hall of gods 

and goddesses creating worlds and events, making things happen. In this place, 

the women transformed from ‘prisoner’ to ‘artist’, finding a place of strength and 

legitimacy where their voice could be heard: 

There was something about being on a stage and claiming my space, and 
rather than doing everything I can to avoid attention. Because that was how 
I was brought up: children are seen and not heard, and women are not to be 
flaunting themselves – you know, all that kind of thing. To stand on a stage, 
in my own space and say, look at me. Listen to what I have to say, pay 
attention to me – it was something I'll never ever forget. And I also feel like 
I've found my niche. I've found – I've always loved stories, but I've always 
read stories or written stories. But to tell a story, and to act a story – it just 
felt right. Empowering, and you know, a lot of like really overwhelming 
emotions. But sitting very strong and still at the bottom of all that 
overwhelming stuff was, ‘this is just right. This is right for me. This is like a 
home.’  (Interview – Anya) 

 
 

The sense of pride in the production itself was evident in the interviews. The 

women were carried by their creation, and empowered by its effect on the 

audience: 
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The pride you feel afterwards knowing that you’ve achieved that. … It’s 
empowerment. What that does for your self‑esteem and stuff like that is – 
you can go to counselling for two months and talk about stuff and bring up 
stuff. When you get that stuff out, you feel a sense of relief, but there’s not 
that empowerment like what this play did for us. Doing it in front of the 
public, it’s a sense of empowerment. (Interview – May) 

 
For one woman, the performance enabled her to move beyond the constraints of 

other’s expectations and judgments, empowered to reclaim her right to self-

acceptance: 

Self-acceptance. Empowerment. That reclaiming thing that I've been doing 
for a while now – another bit of that. Just the ability to go, I don't have to try 
to be anything or anyone; I'm enough as I am. And people will take me or 
leave me, but inside I am me.  (Interview – Anya) 

 
Such a sense of empowerment led, not only to a heightened self-belief, but also to 

a sense of agency. It was not just about who I am, but what I can now do: 

It’s given me a huge sense of knowing that I can achieve anything. Even 
though I’ve done rehab and done a lot of hard stuff, to do something like 
that in front of people, it’s just given me – ‘I can’. I can do whatever I set my 
mind to. I have been struggling – not with doing TAFE – but thinking about 
‘I’m going to be too old to do that’. All this self-doubt about what I’m 
actually doing, and it’s like, ‘Hang on, I’m going to be where I need to be 
right at the right time when I need to be there’. It’s just given me that extra 
push. I can accomplish anything. I can do anything. I can. I believe that. 
(Interview – Maggie) 

 
 

In the context of the prison, the women’s newfound sense of empowerment 

translated to a confidence in communicating with the staff. The degree of 

avoidance, manipulation or paranoia in these engagements that had been 

experienced previously seemed lessened. A new assertiveness was attributed to 

the theatre project, one that was not described as forced or entitled, but easy, 

respectful and agentic:  

Q:  So you’ve become braver? 
A:  Far more. I wouldn’t even go into the office to talk to the officers 90 per 
cent of the time. I just, I couldn’t do it, because I was always waiting for 
something to be said to me or someone to look down to me and now I will 
just open the door and I will go in. If I have something to ask, I will ask it …  
Q:  So you see yourself differently since the theatre project?  
A:  Now I do. I know that I can achieve far more than I give myself credit for. 
(Interview – Penny) 
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I’m more open with them [the officers]. I’m more open. I’m more direct. If I 
need to go and see them about something, I won’t think to myself, ‘It’s those 
officers that are on today. I don’t really like them and they can be narky. So I 
will just not go in for two or three days and I’ll wait ‘till somebody else 
comes on.’ I just kind of go, ‘Well what’s the worst they’re going to say? Tell 
me to come back later?’ Whenever I’ve got a question and I need to ask it, I 
will go in. So yeah, at first when I first came here I was very timid. I was very 
scared of wanting to talk to them and didn’t like the way they spoke to me, 
and now I just – if I, yeah, if I’ve got to do it, I do it. (Interview – Zoe) 

 
 
A strong sense of purpose rang loudly through the interviews. The realisation by 

the women that the show had become a vehicle for communicating their story to 

others drove the show. It became a mission. The women had a story to tell: not 

just their story, but the story of incarcerated women generally, and this 

conviction planted their feet firmly on the stage despite their apprehension. 

‘Getting the message out’ was in itself an empowering act, a noble task that 

motivated each woman to transcend her own nervousness or self-doubt for a 

common purpose.  

A:  I just think that I hope that this will lead to something better for women 
[in prison]. It’s not just the play, and everyone claps for us, and they said 
how good it was and then a week later that’s all forgotten. It would have 
been worthless for us to do it then.  
Q: So the meaning in doing it was…?  
A: It just sent the message out, yeah. That we’re human and we need help 
when we get out – acceptance. (Interview – Rita) 
 
Getting the message out there I think was really important for people 
coming afterwards, I think. Like you said, it’s – what do you call it? – like a 
ripple effect. It might not do a lot of good right now, but if it can continue… 
(Interview – Peata) 
 
From what I can hear of the comments, I think they got it. There was one 
lady I remember, I can’t remember which play it was, but she was up the 
back and she said even though she’s not a criminal, how a lot of that applied 
in her day to day life. (Interview – Maxine) 

 
 

Conclusion 

 
This chapter has viewed the theatre projects through the prism of secondary 

desistance, providing a glimpse of the aesthetics of self-production. Drama is a 

narrative art and theatre-making a site for the construction and disruption of 
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narratives of self and society. As such it is an ideal place for the work of rewriting 

one’s narrative identity. We have been able to view the ways in which the women 

experienced shifts in their self-production throughout the projects: reflecting 

upon their stories; finding a new, hidden or forgotten self; and developing 

agency. According to theories of secondary desistance, it is this act of identity 

formation that is at the heart of the cognitive shift necessary to move away from 

crime.  

 

By fictionalising life, the theatre projects provided the women with, what 

Ricoeur has termed, “an imaginary space for thought experiments in which 

moral judgement operates in hypothetical mode” (Ricoeur, 1992, p. 170). This 

imaginary space became an engaging site for the cognitive work of identity 

reconstruction, where past experiences and possible futures could be made 

tangible, and where more adaptive ways of being could be trialled. The women 

were making connections between life as it was, life as it is, and life as it could 

be, in ways that teased and provoked their own responses and elicited the 

reactions of others. By engaging with other’s narratives and developing a 

collective story, they could no longer ignore aspects of their own lives that had 

propelled them towards crime. As they devised, rehearsed and performed the 

collective story, each woman was both marking it and receiving it in her own 

way; resonating with and interpreting the images and actions uniquely. At the 

same time the women were finding commonality, a sameness in their stories 

that was both comforting and, at times, confronting. Each woman was now an 

integral part of an agreed narrative trajectory: sweeping things under the carpet 

or trying to please a man by giving him money led to one’s demise. Repeating this 

new insight throughout the theatre-making process refined and reinforced its 

relevance. The women were confronting their past and embodying their thought 

experiments in moral judgement through movement, sound, story and song. 

Theatre-making thus became a compelling aesthetic frame which enabled and 

constrained the women’s possibilities for an alternative future self, and where 

their own narrative trajectories could be questioned, embodied, and 

transformed. For these women, the process of identity reconstruction was a 

creative, ethical and a moral process. 
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This chapter offers an analysis of the women’s experience of the project that 

focuses on the phenomenon of identity reconstruction. Throughout the 

interviews and the women’s reflection journals runs a thread of self-discovery, 

tinged with pride and optimism. For some, it meant recovering their core 

positive self, a feature of Maruna’s conceptualisation of desistance (2001). For 

others, it was a process of creating anew, a construction of a hitherto unheard 

voice that surprised them. This echoes the work of Giordano et al. (2002), and 

Paternoster and Bushway (2009) who argue that the move towards desistance 

involves ‘casting off’ old identities in favour of alternative versions of the self. 

Throughout each interview we hear a new voice beginning to construct a 

narrative where the old offending self is no longer a viable identity: I am now a 

person who is able to engage more constructively with staff, or regulate my 

behaviour with another inmate; I am now a person who is more assertive with 

the men in my life, or someone who is constructing viable plans for my future.  

 

Of interest to this thesis is the way in which the women attributed these shifts to 

their participation in the project. Theatre played a role in defining the 

phenomenon of identity reconstruction: it provided experiences that enabled the 

women to redefine themselves, and a timeframe for that felt change. This 

temporal aspect of applied theatre: its ability to reach into the past to understand 

the present and envisage the future, and to do this within a succinct period; to 

mark moments through performance; and to become a meaningful ‘bookmark’ in 

the women’s incarceration journey; in many ways qualifies the project as a ‘hook 

for change’ (Giordano et al., 2002).  

 

The dialectic between change and continuity in the self-narrative is a feature of 

Maruna’s notion of ‘the redemption script’ (2001). It is also at the heart of the 

women’s experience of the project. However, transformation was not 

experienced as a neat linear process of redemption; but rather was, as Nicholson 

(drawing on Avtar Brah, 1996) has noted, “a ‘configuration of memories’ and 

‘matrices of meanings’ which become stories as experiences are re-told, re-

created, ordered and interpreted” (Nicholson, 2014, p. 67).  The tensions 
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between old me and new me were ever-present, and I would suggest remain far 

beyond any theatre project.  

 

The value of theatre was in its ability to grapple with this dialectic, to engage the 

women in the process of wrestling with the old and the new. The workshop 

activities and the devising process compelled the women to inhabit multiple 

identities, experiencing the challenge of multiple affiliations and discursive 

positions. I can be my young self, my present self, and my future self. I can be 

another person: a prison officer, another inmate, my father. I can be the actor, 

audience, writer, or commentator. In so doing, theatre offered opportunities for 

reflection and insight, not unlike the cognitive-behavioural work of manualised 

rehabilitation programs. However, theatre also offered much more. It offered a 

process beyond a behavioural (‘doing things differently’) or cognitive (‘thinking 

about things differently’) intervention: it offered a process of embodied cognition 

where the inhabiting of the struggle of multiple identity positions produced felt 

change. I would argue that it is this experience of situated cognition, one that 

theatre so deftly invites, that provides a link between primary and secondary 

desistance. As cognitive scientist George Lakoff states, “We are neural beings. 

Our brains take their input from the rest of our bodies. What our bodies are like 

and how they function in the world thus structures the very concepts we can use 

to think. We cannot think just anything – only what our embodied brains permit“ 

(Edge.org, 1999). The women’s redemption scripts were not just thought about, 

they were lived. They had embodied the incoherence of their own narrative, the 

messiness of past me, present me, real me and new me; and were now 

expressing a sense of ‘truth’ about themselves, a sense of self that exuded clarity 

and direction.  

 

One of the central aims of this thesis is to explore a theory of change for prison 

theatre and in so doing interrogate the mechanisms of transformation. In 

meeting this aim, this chapter has looked more closely at the ways in which 

human agency, a transformative aspect of secondary desistance, developed 

through the projects. McAdams’ four central themes of agency – self-mastery, 

status, achievement/ responsibility, and empowerment – provide a structure for 
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appraising the role that the theatre projects had in assisting the women to 

develop agency. These themes are drawn from McAdam’s Life Story Model of 

identity (see McAdams, 2008; McAdams, 2001), which informed Maruna’s 

Liverpool Desistance study (2001), the touchstone for work on secondary 

desistance. A reading of the women’s interviews and reflections through the lens 

of these agency themes, illuminates how, throughout the theatre project, these 

women were experiencing a sense of expanded capacity and future possibility 

through mastering self, overcoming personal obstacles, gaining the respect of 

others, taking on responsibility, achieving objectives and finding a sense of 

potency and purpose. However, taking King’s notion of human agency as a 

“quality of engagement between the actor and their structural context” (2013, p. 

323), the significance of theatre as an environmental intervention begins to 

emerge. We can begin to see the importance of providing a context that was 

radically different to the everyday offerings within the prison; a performative 

landscape where the quality of engagement with others and with self could be 

radically altered; a “shared moral space” (K. J. Fox, 2015, p. 82) in which 

imagination and reflection could challenge social positioning and assumptions, 

and offer each woman the opportunity to resist entropy and envisage an 

alternative future narrative.  
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CHAPTER NINE  

REFLECTIONS OF TERTIARY DESISTANCE: A THEATRE OF 
BELONGING 

 

Like it was now okay. Everything was okay. We felt part of the world. We felt normal. 
(Sonya – Interview) 

 

Introduction  

 
The previous two chapters have examined the InsideOut theatre projects 

through a lens of primary and secondary desistance, exploring how the women 

who participated in the projects experienced shifts in doing and being, 

attributing these perceived shifts to their involvement in the project. In this 

chapter, the focus moves to the women’s sense of belonging: akin to what McNeill 

has termed ‘tertiary desistance’ (2014, 2016). According to McNeill, desistance 

requires more than just a shift to pro-social behaviour or pro-social identity; 

there also needs to be a shift in one’s sense of affiliation to a pro-social 

community. This is a reciprocal phenomenon, much like the interaction between 

actor and audience, where prisoner and community are both contributors to 

outcome: a dance of give-and-take where each moves to the rhythm of the other, 

bouncing off the other’s energy, will, and embrace.  

 

According to Bazemore and Erbe (2005), the social skills and relationships that 

build the human and social capital necessary for tertiary desistance to develop 

are most likely to arise in situations that are not treatment focused, but rather in 

situations that afford offenders opportunities for positive interactions with 

others. Such opportunities would ideally also enable contribution to the common 

good through a mutual instrumental commitment to a common task.  

 

With this in mind, the two theatre projects were not offered to the women as 

therapeutic or rehabilitative programs, but as arts projects.  This was not a 

cynical or deceptive move: the primary goal was indeed a three-month drama 
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workshop leading to theatrical performance.  If theatre however was the tangible 

goal, then assisting women to move away from crime was an intention that 

underpinned the work. The fabric of the project became an intricate weave of 

arts experience, pro-social engagement, accountability, creative development, 

guided reflection, affective connection, and performance.  

 

According to Bazemore and Erbe, such fertile contexts seek to build “affective 

connections” (p. 44), where relationships are valued, tasks are shared and goals 

are mutual. These two projects afforded the women opportunities for positive 

interaction with representatives of mainstream society in the form of the 

projects’ facilitators, university staff, student theatre technicians, and with their 

audiences, becoming a fertile ground for a sense of belonging to develop. When 

refracted through the prism of tertiary desistance, the women’s reflections upon 

their involvement with the project describe shifts in their connection to others, 

and their sense of acceptance, first by each other, and then by the facilitators, 

those they encountered at the university, their families, other inmates and finally 

by the broader community. They speak to a decided sense of purpose in 

informing their audiences about their lives and regaining a felt citizenship. 

Throughout their interviews, the women warmly describe the embrace of 

acceptance; an embrace that was reciprocated by their audiences not only 

through ovation, written audience feedback, and question and answer sessions 

post-performance, but in the informal interactions that were afforded by a post-

performance supper and in post-project interactions by those visiting the prison. 

Throughout the women’s interviews there is a sense of surprise and relief at this 

acceptance, but above all, a sense of possibility.  

 
Drawing on McNeill’s argument that social and moral change at the level of the 

offender/community interface is integral to successful desistance, this chapter 

examines how performance in these projects mediated this interface, providing 

opportunities for the women and their community to begin healing their 

relational breach. From this perspective, the public theatre performances 

become a site for social and political change, reflecting the process of tertiary 

desistance. McNeill and Schinkel (2016) have argued: 
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Since identity is socially constructed and negotiated, securing long-term 
change depends not just on how one sees oneself but also on how one is 
seen by others, and how one sees one’s place in society. Putting it more 
simply, desistance is a social and political process as much as a personal 
one. (p. 608) 

 
By examining the project through the lens of tertiary desistance, we shift from an 

emphasis on psychological change to that of social change. A sense of belonging 

is seen as negotiated within the relational space, and becomes a political act. 

From this perspective, redemption, renewal and transformation become terms 

charged with socio-political implications.  

 

Acceptance and Affective Connection with Others  

 

The move towards tertiary desistance – towards belonging – begins with a 

willingness to listen to an offender’s story, with an acceptance of the person 

behind the story and their desire to change. A sense of belonging in the desisting 

offender is underpinned by a felt connection, by that knowledge of a common 

humanity that I share with another. Throughout the course of both projects this 

connection occurred at a number of levels: with the facilitators, with family, with 

other inmates and with each other. Beth Weaver’s recent work, which examines 

the role of the co-offending peer group in shaping desistance (2016), highlights 

the central role of relationship and connection. She argues that it is our 

relationships that constitute ‘who we are’ and provide the contexts within which 

personal reflexivity can occur (p. 48). Weaver demonstrates that experiencing 

positive connection with peers provides the necessary steps to belonging to a 

moral community, and that it is this emotional connectedness with others that 

triggers the reflexive evaluation of one’s priorities and behaviours which can 

lead to change.  

 

In this project, the accomplishment of trust, acceptance and belonging – first to 

the peer group within the theatre project and then with the facilitators, 

university staff and inmates’ families – seemed to open the women to the further 

possibility of trust, acceptance and belonging to the wider community. 



 212 

Interestingly it was not the strength of relationships with peers per se that was 

important here, (as alliances, gangs and other forms of antisocial belonging 

already occur within prisons and arguably work against a sense of belonging to 

the wider community). Rather it was the women’s new identities as theatre-

makers rather than as prisoners, where they now identified, at least in this 

context, as purposefully and pro-socially motivated, where they saw themselves 

and each other becoming something other than offender, that allowed the 

women to identify as being worthy of inclusion in the broader community. The 

context of the theatre project seemed to create an important scaffolding that 

supported their exploration of alternative self-identities, and encouraged their 

reaching out to others: first by way of acceptance of each other’s alternative 

identity and then in ever expanding circles of connection: to the facilitators, the 

university staff and students, their own families and even to other inmates. As 

the women engaged as their alternative selves with others, they experienced 

acceptance and belonging, encouraging them to finally move with courage 

towards seeking inclusion in the broader community.  

 

Connecting to the Other Women in the Group 

 
For the women in these projects, these first steps towards experiencing 

belonging to a pro-social community occurred initially within the microcosm of 

the theatre group. As they gained trust, they began to share, and in this sharing, 

connect. The women’s willingness to listen to each other became central to the 

evolution of acceptance. In a written reflection following the project, Anya 

articulates this process: 

Some people were more open and forthcoming than others. We fell on a 
continuum of disclosure. Some told their stories in detail, others did not 
have a lot to say, but listened with great intent, and still others were 
silenced by the reality of what we were discussing. What strikes me most 
about these moments though, was the respect that was present for each 
woman’s place on that continuum. No one forced anyone to speak if they 
were not ready. There was a quietness, a stillness in those moments, that is 
very rare in jail, where everyone allowed and accepted each person to just 
be – be who they were, and be where they were at. (Journal reflection – 
Anya) 
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Leaving aside resentments and judgements of each other allowed room for 

empathy and acceptance to germinate within the group: 

Because for the first time up there, once I got to know the girls properly, I 
actually felt like I wasn’t being judged and that I was able to say something 
without the mockery or without someone having something else to combat 
it with. That I was actually for the first time able to say something and not 
have someone come back with some sort of demeaning response and just 
‘be’ - allowed to be me because I know with a lot of the other girls, that’s all 
they wanted to do too. They just wanted to bring their stuff to the surface 
and be themselves, and it just allowed me to do that. (Interview – Penny) 
 

I was sad for the other girls, what they’ve gone through, because I thought 
what I went through was worse.  Then when I heard other people's stories, it 
wasn’t about me, it was about an understanding that other people have 
their own problems too. (Interview – Peata) 

 
As they told the stories of their lives and of their experiences, the group 

gradually began to work with these stories in dramatic form, using their bodies 

and their voices to bring aspects of these stories to life. Taking on fragments of 

each other’s stories opened the door to empathy, an empathy that was embodied. 

Their movement and improvisation not only demonstrated acceptance and 

respect for the origins of the story, but also took on an almost nurturing quality. 

They began to nurse each other’s stories, cradling them and protecting them with 

a reverence that created a sacred space. This was maintained through the 

devising process, where the use of Lewis Carroll’s Alice stories as an allegorical 

device was negotiated and massaged by the women so as not to damage the 

integrity of their own stories or their own experiences.  

 
 

This gradual development of a communal sense of belonging permeated the 

environment of the Helana Jones Centre. As the women formed an ensemble, the 

group work spilled over into prison life, rippling through the everydayness of 

their activities and into the lives of the other inmates: 

There were some nights we’d go outside and Millie would be on her ukulele. 
So everyone would start singing and if we weren’t doing something outside, 
someone would yell out one of the lines out of the theatre play and then 
somebody would respond with our own line. So it would just kind of go back 
and forwards between the houses. So as time went on, it just became a lot of 
fun and everyone had the trust and everyone had the respect and it was just 
– it was a good time. Really, really good. (Interview – Penny) 
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I thought that while the project was going, there was certainly a heightened 
atmosphere of fun and just even hearing them singing really was just quite 
lovely. And it was quite infectious with the other women. And even women 
who weren’t in the program, them sort of joining in or at least sitting 
around listening to some of the singing. And I noticed one of the mums 
singing more with her children. And so I think that it had that sort of 
infectious, fun atmosphere at times as well. (Interview – HJC Manager) 

 

The women describe a camaraderie built upon the foundations of the group 

work, and an accompanying confidence that was partnered by a lightness of 

spirit. They were having fun, but this fun was forged through the efforts they 

made towards mutual acceptance and respect, the expression of a security of 

knowing one belongs:  

It was great to have feedback from the others that were also in the 
performance and it was great to have the support from them as well. And 
we would all … on the car trip back home [from the theatre] we were all 
there going “Oh, and did you see this, and did you like this bit, oh, they loved 
that bit.” That was good. (Interview – Zoe) 
 

When you get comfortable with each other you’re fine, you can do anything. 
And that’s how it was with the girls in the end. It was about we came all 
closer together, we bonded more and that no matter what we did, you know, 
it was funny when we got together with those sessions and all that. It 
brought us closer. (Interview – Sonya) 

 
 

In many ways, the theatre ensemble became a pseudo-family, a relational vessel 

that could hold and tolerate its members’ ups and downs, and where, like many 

families, lightness and fun became an indicator of the security of the group and 

the strength of the connection. Each of the women’s interviews describes this 

sense of family, something that they had all been missing, and something that the 

theatre project could allow them to taste again: 

It’s just showing you how something like theatre can bring a bunch of 
people together, and that is the most important thing. If you can get a bunch 
of people as dedicated as we were in the end, having your ups and downs, 
doubting yourself and all that to bring us to where we feel so much more 
confident now and like I said like a family, part of a family. Theatre became 
a family to me. (Interview – Sonya) 
 
I think we were just so in tune with each other’s thinking that we all felt the 
same. We’re missing our families, we’re missing our loved ones, we’re just 
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here together. I don’t know why, but that just moved us so much. (Interview 
– Peata) 

 

The significance of this sense of belonging for the desistance process seems to be 

in the agency it afforded the women. As they became more secure in the group, 

as they recognised themselves in others and felt a sense of acceptance and 

connection, their desire to change increased: 

It was good because I haven’t had something that I’ve belonged to - that 
someone’s actually wanted me. I’ve had that for a while where I never 
thought I belonged, and then in the theatre I did belong. Yep. And then I 
started thinking ‘oh well if I keep putting myself down it’s never going to get 
me anywhere’, and I think through my theatre it brought it out in me that 
‘right I’ve had enough of this. I’m going to do something about it’. 
(Interview – Kath) 
 

This process has been the most rehabilitating I think for me, but I’m not – 
again it must just be because I can now see that I’m not the only one that’s 
going through this. We’re in a place like this, and we’re surrounded by many 
other people that are in the same situation. But to know that I’m not really 
alone in this and that there are other stories the same as mine. I think that’s 
the biggest thing I’ve taken from this. That was really quite amazing. 
(Interview – Maxine) 

 

Of particular interest is the way in which the theatre process itself enabled 

another dimension of connection and belonging, quite apart from the bonding 

forged by common purpose, commitment and disclosure within the group. This 

form of connection occurred within the realm of the play, the radical space of a 

shared fictional reality where the electricity of a powerful and fully engaged 

response between actors sparks an emotional connection that is fully contextual. 

This occurred to various degrees as the women interacted in character. As they 

took up the mantle of character, disagreement or disinterest was left in the 

wings, the dramatic context enabling humour or pathos to be explored with an 

unlikely partner. Moments of connection began to occur that belonged to the 

world of the drama, yet were no less profound.  

 

In the final scene of Her Name is Alice, Alice, despairing, falls asleep on the 

ground. Near her is a small hand mirror, a miniature of the large looking glass 

that frames the centre upstage entrance and forms the backdrop. Slowly, the 
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White Rabbit approaches Alice, takes up the hand mirror and, holding it with an 

outstretched arm, beckons the waking Alice who, curious, approaches. The White 

Rabbit hands Alice the mirror and Alice, appalled by her own image averts her 

gaze. Gently…slowly…the White Rabbit encourages her to face her reflection, 

softly lifting Alice’s chin. This scene was suspended by a stillness and an intimacy 

that seemed to invite both actors to connect in a way that was elemental and 

deeply human, beyond their everyday association as inmates. In her interview, 

Anya recalls this scene and speaks of the way in which that dramatic moment has 

remained with her; still speaking to her, not of any profound connection with the 

woman Penny per se, but of a connection beyond this – perhaps with her own 

humanity and possibility:  

This is something that I haven't really had a lot of time to really get my head 
around yet, but one relationship for me was like – it still surprises me and I 
don't quite know what it is about. My – in that mirror scene with Penny – 
our, like the vibe between the two of us was like, you could feel it – I could 
anyway – like, feel it. Yet we've never had a moment like that before, during, 
or since, and I live with her. We don't not get on or anything like that, but 
that thing that was between us in that scene, every time we did that scene 
just about – like it was really – like in my head it looks like this energy that 
is buzzing and vibrating so much that you can almost physically see it. How 
does that work – that you can share something like that which is incredibly 
intimate and so strong, but then walk off stage, come home, cook dinner, 
watch TV – and it's not there? That's bizarre. It's a bizarre thing. But kind of 
cool, you know. I like that – and like, she's never spoken to me about it, and 
I've never spoken to her about it, but I know that she knows and I know that 
she knows that I know – do you know what I mean? Yeah, it's a funny thing. 
And I really hold that close to my heart for some reason, you know. It's not 
about her – well it is about her, but it's sort of not as well. (Interview – 
Anya) 

 

Here we can see the uniqueness of theatre as an activity for inmates. Other 

activities such as craft or sport may also offer an opportunity for group work, 

goal-directed activity, and even disclosure; however, theatre offers a second 

realm, a radical imaginary space where human connection can be generated, 

altered and, importantly, contained, beyond the everyday. Alice and the White 

Rabbit affectively connected and engaged in that moment. It was not Anya and 

Penny. As Anya says, “It’s about her, but it’s sort of not as well”. This virtual 

relationship afforded both safety in connection and the experience of the 

transformation of relationship, and in being witnessed by others, became 
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generalised through the onlooker’s identification.  As the other women watched 

the White Rabbit accept Alice in that moment, they also felt the possibility for 

acceptance. As Kath says in her interview: 

 The mirror scene with Penny and Anya. I don’t know how many times I had 
to look away even when they were rehearsing it, just so I didn’t cry. That 
was where you’re sort of looking at your own reflection and dealing with 
your own issues. (Interview – Kath). 

 

Connecting Beyond the Group 

 
The theatre process also afforded the women opportunities to engage with 

others beyond the group. The project’s facilitators and those assisting with the 

production were both members of the project and representatives of the broader 

community, and as such were able to provide the sort of pro-social relationships 

that Bazemore and Erbe (2005) argue are necessary for the development of the 

relational skills and assets that encourage desistance. The theatre projects 

offered the women a context where they were “linked organically to positive 

adults” where the “mutual instrumental commitment to a common task” of 

making theatre, afforded the women opportunities for “affective connections” (p. 

44). Through these relationships, a vision for the women’s desistance from crime 

could be sustained and held through acceptance and hope. Maruna (2001) 

considers it is this holding of the ‘vision of pro-social identity’ by pro-social 

others, even when the offender themselves cannot, that plays a part in 

encouraging the desistance process.  

 

However, whilst these relationships were mutual, they were not equal: as 

facilitator, I left the Centre at the end of the day, the women did not. We were not 

equal in our status in the social order, in our knowledge of theatre-making, nor in 

the roles and responsibilities we held within the project; yet, we were all equal in 

terms of our future potential as citizens and as women. This equanimity 

underpinned the project’s intention and informed the process: our stories were 

equally valid, and there was much to accept and learn from each other. It was 

this reciprocity within the affective connections that was keenly felt by the 

women and indeed formed the bedrock of hope:  
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I mean, and you learn from all of us. We are all different and everyone has a 
different story and it's interesting, and it's – you go through the ups and 
downs with us. It's nice to see that someone cares to jump on board and say 
that we're good – there is a chance for these prisoners (Interview – Peata) 

 

Facilitation, then, was a position of responsibility, and potentially fraught. 

Navigating the line between ensemble member and mentor involved an 

understanding of the dangers of either displaying ignorance of prison life on the 

one hand or of ‘going native’ (i.e., of adopting the prevailing ethos and language 

of the prisoners) on the other. Transparency and honesty with the women 

proved to be essential in developing the trust necessary for mutual respect to 

emerge, a respect that enabled the making of theatre to be the common goal. 

Acceptance became the cornerstone of these relationships: acceptance of the 

women’s ambivalence, of their movement through the stages of the project, of 

their stories, and ultimately, acceptance of their return to full citizenship. To the 

women, acceptance by the facilitators was experienced as a freedom from the 

judgement that had pervaded their lives throughout their engagement with the 

justice system: 

In the time that I’ve worked with you, you never made me feel like I was 
being judged. Whereas sometimes in here, sometimes the biggest thing is 
you constantly feel like you’re being judged. Whether you are or not is 
beside the point but when you go through the court system and you know 
that you’ve been judged and you’ve been judged again and you continue to 
be judged and you’re judged because you’re away from your family, you’re 
away from your children. You’re judged on a thousand different levels and 
for the first time when I came across you and I came across Brea and Jo 
[assistant facilitators], I never felt like I was being judged. I felt like I was 
just allowed to be me and that’s what I needed to be able to work through 
the process properly and actually get the full amount of benefits from it that 
I’d been able to take away from it. (Interview – Penny) 

 

During production and performance week the women were permitted to attend 

the university theatre. Although the project was held during the university 

vacation, the women were able to engage with staff and some students in the 

Applied Theatre department. Once again, freedom from judgment underpinned 

acceptance as the women were welcomed, encouraged, applauded, and trusted 

to use the facilities without supervision, including the staff kitchen. Students 

became involved in the technical production, plotting and driving lighting and 
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sound, assisting with front of house, set construction and taking photos. The 

students sat with the women and chatted casually, telling them about their 

course and sharing their knowledge of theatre. Once again, it was trust that 

became the foundation upon which acceptance and hope could be built; a trust 

that was reciprocated: 

And it was okay that I met all those other people from the university. It was 
normal to me for the first time, because I’ve had such trust issues. I mean it's 
like all these people, are they allowed sort of in our circle? Do we trust them 
in our circle? But then, just to trust. To give them your trust and for them to 
trust in you that when you go up there, that what goes on up there does stay 
up there. And to put their faith in you. (Interview – Kath) 

 

A sense of community developed within the university setting that was 

contingent upon the gracious and non-judgmental approach of staff and 

students. For many of these women, whose experiences in the education system 

had been less than positive, it was their first encounter with a university. This 

was particularly poignant for Crystal, an Aboriginal woman in the group. 

Crystal’s experiences of formal education were limited, and despite her obvious 

exceptional talent as a visual artist, her vocabulary and literacy were poor. Her 

involvement with the criminal justice system had pervaded her life, and now at 

the age of 27, she had spent more years incarcerated than in school. For Crystal, 

universities were places for other people – other white people. One day during 

production week, as I walked with her along the corridor of the building that 

housed the Applied Theatre department, we passed by the Aboriginal Student 

Support Unit. Crystal stopped. The walls of the corridor were covered in 

aboriginal art, something that grabbed her attention. “What’s this place?” she 

asked. I told her it was a place that supported aboriginal students who attended 

the university. She was astounded and asked further questions about the 

aboriginal students that were here and the type of support that aboriginal people 

received at the university. Crystal was reluctant to walk on: she stood for some 

time in silence examining the art before she spoke again: “They’re like me, aren’t 

they?” It was clear in that moment that in her mind a possibility had opened up.  

The impact of the women’s positive involvement with the university did not go 

unnoticed by the manager of HJC:  
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So on the afternoon what I saw was this organisation of the University – the 
Applied Theatre people – just involving our women not in an over the top 
type thing, but they just involved them in what they were doing and treated 
them like normal people and involved them in the preparation and involved 
them in discussion, and it was, you know, do you want this, or come and do 
this and it was a great opportunity even to just have them as involved in 
that academic area, that was very, very accepting of them.  So whilst the 
women might have firstly been quite in awe of we’re going into, this oh, 
hallowed turf of the University; but because they were so friendly and 
‘everyday’ with them, even that as an incidental experience of just knowing 
that universities can be quite an accepting, nice place, and then having 
funny and accepting people like Anton (student) working alongside of them, 
all helped to form that great experience on the night for those women. 
(Interview – HJC Manager) 

 

 

As novices and visitors to this environment, the women were gently initiated and 

instructed in theatre etiquette and the disciplines of production and 

performance. Acceptance, inclusion rather than exclusion, and validation of 

experience, all became significant aspects of the experience. In this way, the 

women engaged in joint productive activity with pro-social peers and mentors 

that moved them towards an intersubjectivity that would ultimately provide 

both the acquisition of skills and community bonding. This joint action in many 

ways echoes Vygotsky’s ‘zone of proximal development’ (1978) – that place 

where culture and cognition meet to enable social processes to be internalised to 

become higher-order cognitive processes. As such, the women’s pro-social 

development was expanded within the context of production week at the 

university. Their proximity to pro-social mentors and peers encouraged the 

development of a sense of responsibility, self-regulation, commitment, and 

achievement.  

 

For many of the women, a sense of community belonging was predicated upon 

affective connection with their families. Both theatre projects provided an 

opportunity for the women’s families to see them in a different light, to hear their 

stories, and to visit their world, and in so doing, reconcile past fractures. Whilst 

this was in some ways simply familial reconciliation, it also could be seen to be 

part of a larger healing of the relational breach between the offender and those 
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around her. For many of these women, their family’s acceptance opened the door 

to the possibility of broader community acceptance.   

 

For some, it was an opportunity to belie a stereotyped identity within their 

family, to become a source of pride rather than shame:  

It was good because it’s like, through the whole process, my family have 
been absolutely blown away. They said, “I could never imagine you doing 
that”. (Interview – Sonya) 
 
But it was like your family didn’t know that side of you or didn’t think that 
you are capable of doing these things.  But to see you perform and to do, 
really do a good job.  Yeah, it's amazing. (Interview – Peata) 
 
I’ve never performed in front of people before. I was like in a high school in 
drama in Grade Eight and I’d never done anything to do with that before 
ever and the biggest thing for me was being able to do it in front of my 
family and show them that it has been a really hard road doing this. 
(Interview – Penny) 

 
 

For many of the women, the play became a vehicle to tell their family of their 

experiences, both inside and outside of prison. The performance provided the 

families with an insight into the women’s experience: 

To my family, they would have seen the side that they – that everyone 
envisions going to jails, like on movies with the big numbers on the front and 
all that sort of stuff - but they don’t ever envision the process. So, to have a 
bit of a look into what people go through in prison – a lot more insight – I 
think it’s very important. (Interview – May) 

 

Most importantly for the women, the opportunity to share their stories with 

their families through theatre, allowed families to see these women in a new light 

– as capable, creative women with courage and insight. It also offered the 

possibility for empathy. The women now knew that their family not only 

witnessed their stories, but were moved by them. Maggie describes her sister’s 

reaction to her performance in a scene in Her Name is Alice that had been 

developed from the women’s stories of their first night in custody. This scene 

symbolically represented, through movement and song, prison induction 

procedures and that first night in the watch-house. Maggie describes the 

immersion in her role that allowed her to portray an emotional truth that spoke 

to her sister without words: 



 222 

I knew the officers would get it, but I didn’t think people that hadn’t been 
here or around this place would actually get it. My family – their comments 
– I was just really gobsmacked. It wasn’t done for them to know what we go 
through in here. This is our time. You don’t want your family to do that time. 
Some of the comments they made though … It gave them a new 
understanding. It was really good. Yeah, a lot more understanding of the 
emotions that we go through. It’s like they can feel it. Just telling them 
doesn’t work. When it’s put into that theatre production – one of my sisters 
was saying, “The look on your face – that’s what made me cry”. I said, 
“That’s because it wasn’t acting”. When I’d be in those scenes, what would 
be running through my head was how I felt when I was there, and so I didn’t 
have to act. It was like I could feel it. (Interview – Maggie) 

 

Maggie refers to her usual reticence to burden her family with stories of her life 

inside prison, and how the theatre performance allowed her to share her 

experience in a way that she found acceptable. This reticence to burden family, 

and the way that theatre enabled that sharing to happen in a way that was one-

step-removed, is explained further by Maxine: 

A:  And you even talk to your family and friends and you tell them how 
you're feeling, but they don’t really truly understand what you're going 
through.  You can say this is what I'm going through but they're not here, 
they don’t understand.  I'm not saying that being in the theatre and seeing it 
they totally understand either, but I think they just get a better 
representation of what's been happening than just talking – because you 
can't be expressive sometimes when you're talking.  Sometimes you think I 
don’t want to worry my parents, I don’t want to worry my children, I don’t 
want them to think that I'm subject to all these strip searches all the time 
and this sort of thing, and so I think sometimes you sort of tone things down 
a lot when you're talking to people. 
Q:  So this gives you a forum to actually tell people about the experience 
without having to sit there and spell it out? 
A:  Right, and because like you said, it's all our stories, it's not just yours 
individually, so  
Q:  It's depersonalised. 
A: That's right, so it's still personal but has that element of 
depersonalisation as well. (Interview – Maxine) 

 
The General Manager also noted the capacity for the theatre project to engage 

family members in a way that was both non-threatening yet empathic, allowing 

for affective connection between prisoner and family: 

Makes you think really doesn’t it, about the ability to communicate in a non-
adversarial or aggressive fashion the experience that you take with you. 
Because you can image now, the husband or the family going through that, 
“Why could you, how could you do this to me”, which sets up a really sort of 
adversarial conversation as opposed to, “Let me tell you the story through 
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creative arts in a way that you can emotionally connect with me without 
feeling those negative responses.” …So yep, we can be proud to see that 
performance, and then have the families come up afterwards and say, “I’ve 
never seen her look so happy.”  You know, they were strong messages saying 
there’s something about being engaged in that kind of expressive arts 
program that has a connection not only for the prisoner themselves but for 
the family, where the family can see that something’s different.  And there 
was a lightness about that. (Interview – General Manager) 

 

For Anya, an educated woman from a reputable family, her strong commitment 

to finding her voice meant that the theatre performance necessarily confronted 

her family. Although the stories were collective and were portrayed through 

allegory and metaphor, Anya’s own story became inevitably woven through her 

performance as Alice, the central character in Her Name is Alice. As such, the play 

became an opportunity for Anya to be heard, and a vehicle for her to engage with 

her mother in a way that had not been previously possible. Although there was 

pride in her daughter’s obvious accomplishment on stage, there was also 

discomfort for Anya’s mother in being confronted by her daughter’s public status 

as a prisoner and in witnessing aspects of her own family story being played out 

in front of her, albeit symbolically. In her interview, Anya refers to the first scene 

of the play, where the women are sweeping their pain under the carpets of their 

lives, denying their problems, and pretending all is well with their lives; 

something that she identifies as a central issue for her family: 

My mum saw it and, it was actually one of the few times in my life where's 
she's actually told me that she's proud of me, right before she dug the knife 
in, but I can only recall one other time in my life when she's told me that 
she's proud of me. So, that was really big … 
My family, you know, has a lot of judgement and they're not accepting of me 
being here. And it's sort of like now I'm coming home, they want me to know 
that. Yeah, it hurts. But it is what it is. You know, I did a bad thing, and they 
don't think that they should have had to deal with the things that they've 
had to deal with because of my actions. The shame and the embarrassment 
and the – but I think underneath all of it is the fact that I've changed, and 
I've made them – my family's whole way, my way, of dealing with my 
childhood was to sweep it under the carpet, but so was all of theirs. But I've 
done something – I think my worst crime is the fact that I've pulled it out 
from under the carpet, and made them admit that, you know, we have shit 
to deal with that they don't want to. Yeah. 

 

For Anya, finding acceptance and belonging was problematic. Through the 

project, she found a way to tease out the level of support possible within her 
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family, and begin to carve out a role within that family that was no longer 

passive.  

 

Some family members that the women had hoped would attend did not, and their 

absence was acutely felt. For those women without family members present, or 

who were disengaged from their families, this desire for affective connection 

became refocused on other inmates, and the reaction of the prison audience was 

of particular interest to them. The performance for fellow inmates became a 

mission, to reach out, connect, and in some way share their experience. All of the 

women expressed in their interviews a desire to give something to their fellow 

inmates through performance. It is this contribution to the common good that 

echoes the generativity that Maruna has highlighted as important in one’s shift 

towards desistance:  

Today we perform for the other ladies at Helena. I think I am more nervous 
than before as I know these ladies and I live with them. But I will do the best 
I can. I was surprised how the audience yesterday took the show. They 
showed so much feeling. I didn’t expect that. I want the other ladies [other 
inmates] to feel this too. (Reflection journal – Kath) 
 

 

Rather than creating division between those women that had participated in the 

project and those that had not, the performance for the other inmates created a 

sense of mutual ownership of the project throughout the Centre. Theatre was a 

new experience for each inmate irrespective of her role as either audience 

member or performer. Their engagement in the performance enabled new ways 

of being together, encouraging a rare exchange of identification, empathy and 

acceptance. This outcome was unanticipated by both the staff and the women 

themselves, yet held real significance:  

 

There were two girls that were crying hysterically and the officers actually 
asked them if they wanted to leave. Then one actually left [the prison] the 
next day and was released home and she said the reflection scene towards 
the end of the play, that that was it, she just couldn’t handle that one 
because it was all the questions that she was going through herself. That 
day she’d gone through all of those questions, and because she was kind of 
with her partner but kind of not with her partner, so just all of those 
questions that we held up, and the positive and the negatives and she said; 
“Oh, my God, yeah, that was me.” (Interview – Rita) 
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I think it makes everyone more aware, like the ones that did watch the 
performance, there’s still girls here who still talk about the performance. 
(Interview – Zoe) 

 
You know, so I think they all [the other inmates] saw that there was 
something in it because nobody was complaining about it. Nobody was 
putting it down or anything like that. Not that I heard anyway, you know. 
(Interview – Officer M) 
 
The women, not only the women participants but the other prisoners, were 
reflecting about even them understanding that loss, you know, the loss as 
children even. Because some of them that we spoke to that night and 
certainly in the next few days – the other prisoners not the participants - 
were saying that really made me think more about my childhood, or about 
my relationship with my mother, or about getting out, about, you know, how 
I become a faceless person in custody. And you know, the impact for the 
prisoners, the other prisoners, was ten times more than I ever expected 
before that night and I was so glad I was there to support the other staff 
who were supporting those prisoners. Because it was emotional we were all 
absolutely blown away. We never expected that response from the other 
prisoners. (Interview – HJC Manager) 

 

Theatre, with its powerful use of imagery and its ability to evoke an emotional 

response, became the catalyst for the women to connect with those around them 

in new ways. For Maggie, the performance opened up a new avenue of 

communication with her family, enabling her to share her prison experience 

more meaningfully, eliciting empathy and engagement through emotional 

connection:  

Yeah. It’s like they can feel it. They can feel it rather than just telling them 
when it was put into that theatre production. (Interview – Maggie) 

 
It was this emotional response, this affective connection that underpinned the 

experience of acceptance and belonging. As Rita says of the effect of their 

performance on her fellow inmates, when it hits the heart they’re going to think 

about it more – it hit the heart.  
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Belonging through Performance: Affective Connection with a 

Moral Community. 

 
Two features of the theatre approach were critical in providing the conditions for 

the possibility of community belonging: first, the use of devised theatre in which 

the women’s own stories informed the production, and second, performing for 

public audiences at the university. In this section we see how a devised theatre 

methodology, that used life history narratives as a foundation for creative 

development, provided a vehicle for the sharing of story, image and affect with 

others in ways that enabled empathy, mutuality, and validation.  

 

McNeill and Schinkel (2016) have described tertiary desistance as the “shifts in 

one’s belonging to a (moral) community” (p. 608). Reinforced by the recent work 

of Marsden (2016), who has examined the reintegration of extremists, this 

notion of shifting one’s identity commitments through a felt sense of belonging to 

a broader moral community has gained credence. The idea that supporting 

individuals as they explore alternative social identities and self-categorisations, 

and “doing this in a way that allows them to pursue goods relevant to relatedness 

and community is therefore important in supporting reintegration” (Marsden, 

2016, p. 80). Throughout this project, the potential for a theatre that was based 

upon the women’s stories to provide this support for the exploration of 

alternative social identities – where one can find a new sense of self as co-

creator, ensemble member, and performer, beyond the problematic self-

identities of one’s past – became evident. Through performance, there was an 

opportunity for the women to pursue goods relevant to relatedness and their 

place in their community. Penny articulates the importance of this shift to 

belonging in her interview: 

I want the community to - it was very important for them to see that side of 
us and realise that, “You know what? At the end of the day, we made a 
mistake. We’re not proud of our mistakes but when we get out there, we are 
just another person like you. We want to go to work. We want to be a 
mother. We want to be somebody’s sister and we just need you to give us a 
go. We just need you to give us a chance, … That’s what I wanted more than 
anything and that’s what I enjoyed seeing, was the fact that they got to see 
what it is really like for us and being able to say to them, “You know what? 
When we’re out there with you, we are just a mother. We do go to work, you 



 227 

know, the same thing that you do every afternoon. The only difference is we 
made a mistake and ours was a costly mistake.” 
(Interview – Penny) 

 
For Anya, it was not only important to have a voice and tell her story; it was also 

important to have a community acknowledge her story:  

Maybe it's that thing about telling your story. And you know, maybe what's 
important about telling a story is that somebody acknowledges your story. 
That's the only reason I can think. But the feeling is – it's a sense of closure. I 
can leave that behind and move on now. (Interview – Anya) 

 

The moments within performance that lay between actor and audience became 

significant: simultaneously a giving and a receiving of the story, a telling and a 

listening, an action and a reaction that fed back upon itself creating empathic 

momentum. By sharing her experience through performance, Anya could move 

on from the problematic self-creation that had previously kept her silent. 

 

Theatre was not only providing the context for the public exploration of these 

alternative self-identities, it was also enabling a new way of the women relating 

to their community where parity could be negotiated. The interface between 

performer and audience established a new social order, one where roles were 

being redefined within a theatrical lexicon. Here was reciprocity, a democratic 

interchange between actors and audience, a dialogue. Just as the context of the 

performance called upon the audience to receive the women, so too were the 

women compelled to receive the audience: the appreciation of its applause, its 

laughter, its acceptance, and its desire to connect:  

 
The applause and comments at the end - that was an unreal moment. It was 
something that I didn’t expect… I thought we’ve actually done something 
pretty good but to think that other people thought that as well, that just 
made it even - I couldn’t believe it. You know, this little group of jail girls 
where the world has being saying “Youse are no good. You’re hopeless” and 
then to find out that we were all pretty good. (Interview – Penny) 
 
When they clapped like that, I was just like “wow”. It was so loud. They 
clapped before we even finished the play. It was just like wow and then – it 
wasn’t just the applause – it was what they said to us individually 
afterwards. (Interview – Sonya) 
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Both performer and audience were required by the theatrical context to engage 

with the other, to acknowledge what the other brought to the encounter and to 

respond accordingly. The theatrical context was essentially a reciprocal one: 

performing necessitated an audience and vice versa. However, the roles of 

performer and audience member became more than mere convention: each 

contributed to the moment, inextricably bound in the co-creation of theatre. Both 

performers and audience began to own the stories: the collective relevance of 

symbol and image resonating throughout the space, moving both performers and 

audience alike, creating a shared experience and a deep sense of belonging. This 

collective sense of a shared identity was mutually profound. For the women it 

was a form of validation:   

My ex-boss was there, and she mentioned at the end of it that we actually 
face all that in the real world anyway. So, there’s really not much of a 
difference. People are in their own jails as well. I found that’s very true. I 
know that for a fact. It’s no different. It’s really no different. It’s just that 
we’re in prison and they’re not. (Interview – May) 
 

From what I can hear of the comments, I think they ‘got it’. There was one 
lady I remember, she was up the back and she said “even though she’s not a 
criminal, how a lot of that applied in her day to day life” (Interview – Kath) 
 

Like I said, everybody was extremely touched by it and they were all coming 
up to us saying how great it was and how much they could relate to it – and 
even people from the audience at the uni – I mean people that weren’t 
prisoners – they were saying how they could relate to it. You know there 
were some aspects of it that they could see in themselves. (Interview – Rita) 

 
 

and for the audience a positioning where empathy became possible: 
 

It was at times really challenging. The looking glass was not reflecting only 
the “Alice’s”, but also me. 
 
All the performers are an enormous inspiration and hugely deserve all the 
applause. For me personally the mirror scene and accepting yourself, was 
the one that affected me the most, as I struggle to do so as a 16-year-old 
girl.  
 
The end, when each woman said that they are a mum, auntie, grandma etc. I 
felt a connection that we are all the same; it was very emotional. 
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I think I was looking in the mirror as well! Sometimes at the cross roads of 
life it’s difficult to make the right turn always. 
 
We are all people. 

  (Excerpts from audience members’ written feedback) 
 

Through the mirror that was the audience, the women reflected upon their 

stories anew. As the audience responded with tears, laughter, applause or 

stillness, the women’s emotions became legitimised. In the sharing of experience 

with the audience there was a normalising effect: no longer were the women’s 

affective responses to these experiences unreasonable or inappropriate. They 

became human responses, commonly shared and experienced. For the women 

this allowed both self-acceptance and a profound sense of belonging: 

 

It helps me because I don't have to second-guess whether what I'm feeling is 
okay. If they're feeling that – you know, when you portray something to 
them, they are in a way experiencing what you've experienced, and if their 
experience is the same or similar to your experience you can't be bad for 
feeling that way. 
When you act something out, whether it's on a stage in front of an audience 
or it's in a workshop in front of other people, they're there because they 
want to listen to what you have to say, and their reaction is allowed to be an 
emotional reaction, not a professional reaction. And when you see their 
reaction it makes it okay that you have had that experience. It doesn't 
make it okay, but it makes it valid. It's sort of like if I am recounting 
something that is painful and they look at it and cry, it sort of validates that 
my response is not inappropriate or unreasonable or wrong – other people 
feel like that too. And that is very very different to sitting in front of a 
professional where you cry and they hand you a box of tissues and they can't 
even pat you on the back, you know. It's very very different. That's what it is 
– it's human. Their response is a human response to a human emotion, and 
that's really different and more powerful I think. (Interview – Anya)  
 
You’re feeling it again. It’s like a release. It’s a release for me personally. 
Then when you’ve got people watching you, it’s to know that somebody 
actually is feeling that, too – has an understanding of what you’re feeling. 
I think that’s a really good feeling, too. It’s like in a mirror. It’s like you’re 
not hanging onto it all by yourself. (Interview – Maggie) 

 

The uniqueness of the theatrical experience in providing a point of reflection 

derived in large measure from the power of the aesthetic encounter in 

performance. The women were in awe of their ability to reach a public audience, 

to ‘touch’ them and to sense the audience’s affective response: 
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Q:  Do you think it’s worthwhile, then, doing a public performance rather 
than just doing it in the prison?  
A:  Definitely. The responses from the people, I think that gave everyone such 
a high. It was pretty amazing that they could be actually touched and feel 
what we were feeling when they haven’t experienced or probably haven’t 
had anybody in the families experience it, but they could feel it. Yeah, it was 
pretty amazing. It was such a good feeling for us to be accepted. (Interview 
– Maggie) 

 

Whilst the aesthetic experience heightened affective connection, the theatrical 

‘frame’ (Goffman, 1974; see also Jackson, 2007) provided the boundaries 

necessary to be at once immersed yet detached from the experience. The use of 

non-naturalistic acting styles, image, poetry, music, and lighting created an 

aesthetic distance between the stories and those performing or witnessing them. 

For the audience, this provided the space for both identification and reflection, a 

foundation for empathy and acceptance. For the actors, the theatrical frame 

provided the protection to navigate the risk of self-expression, to simultaneously 

touch their pain and present it, allowing for a genuine connection with a public 

audience. 

 

Through this analysis we can see that devised performance for a public audience 

enabled: 

i) support for the exploration of alternative social identities;  

ii) the redefinition of social roles and status;  

iii) identification; 

iv) reflection.  

The affective connection that occurred through aesthetic engagement began an 

upward spiral of trust, empathy, acknowledgement and acceptance that laid the 

foundations for the women to gain a sense of belonging to a moral community. 

 

Public Performance and the Claiming of Citizenship 

 

Reclaiming citizenship includes, but moves beyond, belonging to a moral 

community: it is the act of taking responsibility, of contributing to the common 

good, of actively healing the relational breach. When citizenship is conceived as 
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participation (see Mouffe, 1992), it calls on those claiming their civil status to act, 

to contribute to society and the process of social change. Nicholson (2014) 

argues for a notion of citizenship as dynamic social practice, “an identity which is 

constructed though networks of identification, open to change and renewal, 

rather than solely a legal state” (p. 35).  

 

From this perspective, citizenship is both embodied and performative. Within a 

correctional context, moving towards desistance from crime becomes a process 

of reclaiming citizenship; that is, the ability to fully participate and contribute to 

community well-being through active engagement. It might be argued then, that 

supporting tertiary desistance includes supporting the reclamation of social 

citizenship, providing opportunities for contribution and generativity, the 

disruption of hierarchies, and the promotion of democratic principles.  

 

Enabling Generativity 

 
The public performances of Home Again and Her Name is Alice not only laid the 

foundation for a sense of belonging, they also provided the women with a sense 

of usefulness. This was an opportunity for the women to inform the public about 

the lives of incarcerated women generally, and to pave the way for the 

community acceptance that enhances successful reintegration. They were telling 

their story, not for sympathy or effect, but for the purpose of ‘getting a message 

across’:  

A:  I just think that I hope that this will lead to something better for the 
women. It’s not just the play, and everyone claps for us, and they said how 
good it was and then a week later that’s all forgotten. It would have been 
worthless for us to do it then.  
Q:  So the meaning in doing it was?  
A:  It just sent the message out, yeah.  
Q:  And the message is?  
A:  That we’re human and we need help when we get out, acceptance. 
(Interview – Rita) 

 
 

The intention to inform the community of the social and psychological forces that 

led to their crimes, the reality of their involvement with the justice system, the 

effects of incarceration on their families, and the need for support upon release, 
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was a strong motivator for performance. This intention drove the women 

towards a sense of ownership of their stories and an integrity regarding the use 

of these stories: 

 

It gives them some idea of what led us to our crimes, what we’re doing in here 
and what our families are going through and the support that we need not only 
from our families but from the community. (Interview – Zoe) 
 

Likewise, many audience members expressed a shift in their views about 

incarceration: 

 
Q:  How did you find yourself responding to the performance?  
A:  Reluctant at first. I fell into thinking of stereotypical prisoners and how bad 
they are and how they don’t deserve a second chance. This play has changed my 
way of thinking. And I believe there is still good in these women and they just 
want a fresh start. (Audience member – written feedback) 

 

The women were not only concerned about their own futures but of the futures 

of incarcerated women that would come after them:  

Getting the message out there I think was really important for people coming 
afterwards. Like it’s – what do you call it? – like a ripple effect. It might not do a 
lot of good right now, but if it can continue and maybe help someone along the 
way…(Interview – Peata) 

 

The women were also motivated to present their views of the effects of 

incarceration on children. In Home Again, the performers relay this message 

through image and poetry. Ndidi, holding a large heart symbol to her chest, tells a 

story of a mother elephant who, having lost her way, is separated from the herd 

by the rising floodwaters. She hears the cries of her baby who is being cared for 

by the herd. Patiently she waits until the floodwaters eventually recede so she 

can make her way home again. Ndidi stands in a spot, stage right. We hear the 

prison door close. We see the lights turn red. Music plays. As each woman enters 

she pulls a red streamer from the heart symbol held by Ndidi, and gently 

unravels it across the stage. The women stand in formation still connected to 

Ndidi by the red ribbons. As each holds her ribbon she speaks plainly, and 

without emotion. The words, like the ribbons, float across the stage: 

1st voice: My mother was put in prison when I was two months old. I cry for her 
to hold me.    
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2nd voice: My mother was put in prison when I was three. I wave goodbye to her.  
 
3rd voice: My mother was put in prison when I was six. I can’t sleep. I have 
nightmares.  
 
4th voice: My mother was put in prison when I was 12. I’m scared. I get bullied. 
 
5th voice: My mother was put in prison when I was 16. I’m angry. I hate school. 
 
6th voice: My mother was put in prison when I was 24. I am a man but I still cry. 
(Excerpt from Home Again. See Appendix D) 

 

This scene was difficult for the women to work on creatively, and to perform, and 

yet it was one that held them captive. They were particularly invested in 

contributing to both the text and the aesthetics of the scene. How the scene 

looked and sounded was important to them: each statement was based upon the 

experiences of their own children. Towards the end of the creative development 

of this scene, Zoe returned to our next session with a poem she had composed, 

and the group decided this should end the scene: 

Babies cry 
And laughter dies 
The future could be bright tomorrow? 
Fears are shown 
And changes made  
For Mum to rid her sorrow.  
 
(Excerpt from Home Again. See Appendix D) 

 

 
In the following interview excerpt, Maxine relates her experience of developing 

this scene, of its significance to her, the ways in which she has wrestled with the 

issues of this scene, and of her choice to perform the scene, despite the 

discomfort: 

A:  The heart scene where we said those lines about how our children feel. I think 
that was really important – I’m trying not to cry.  Sorry (crying).  
Q:  So even recalling that scene evokes emotion.  
A:  Yep – it does. Because the children are so innocent and, you know, they don’t 
deserve to go through what they’re going through, you know?  And some of the 
lines that we said were exactly what my children have experienced or are 
experiencing.   
Q:  Yes you had a lot of input into that scene as I recall.  
A:  Yes, that’s right.  So that scene was particularly hard, but in doing that I 
guess it hopefully made people understand, you know, how difficult it is, but the 
thing is, I don’t know what can change, you know?  It’s like we can’t say as 
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criminals we shouldn’t be punished because we’re mothers, because our children 
are going to suffer and that maybe if it means a different type of punishment for 
crimes that aren’t extremely serious – I don’t know.  I don’t know what the 
answer is.  Support – that’s a start anyway isn’t it?  
Q:  So for you getting that message out – about the need for support - was part of 
the motivation for that scene? 
A:  Definitely, yes. …yeah…just getting that message out there – To say, “Hey, this 
is what our children go through”  
(Interview – Maxine) 

 

This sense of purpose, of contributing, particularly to those who come after, 

echoes Maruna’s (2001) appropriation of the concept of generativity. In his study 

of ex-offender narratives, Maruna found that generative commitments were a 

feature of those desisting from crime. Those who were moving away from crime 

had a desire for lasting accomplishments or ‘something to show’ for one’s efforts. 

From this perspective, the women’s desire to get the message out there, can be 

understood as a generative act, a way in which these women could find meaning 

in their life histories by turning their negative experiences into cautionary tales 

that might benefit others. 

 

Once again, aesthetic engagement enabled an active reaching out to the 

community. The manager of the centre describes the power of theatre to get this 

message across: 

In theatre, it’s the vision, it’s the sound, it’s the lighting, it’s the movement.  So 
you’re having all of your senses challenged about the words that you’re actually 
saying or hearing as an audience so you can’t disconnect from the emotion of 
that experience because every sense is getting bombarded by the message isn’t 
it? (Interview – HJC Manager) 

 

Maxine reflects on the importance of artistic quality, including the value of 

creative development, of rehearsal, and of employing technical aspects of theatre 

to drive aesthetic engagement with an audience. Although she doesn’t use this 

terminology, when asked why she thought it was important to perform at the 

university theatre she responds: 

A:  Well I think people take it more seriously.  I think if they – if we were doing it 
in a high school auditorium on a little stage, I don’t think, I don’t know.  I just 
don't think it would have been taken as seriously. 
Q:  Okay, and why is that important? 
A:  Why is that?  Because you're trying to get a message across and you want to 
be taken seriously and you want – and I guess the effects of actually being in a 
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theatre and the lights and the music and how everything is so well rehearsed.  It 
looks – it's just professional, you know, so I think they take it more seriously. 
Q:  Right.  So if we just slapped something together and stuck it on the stage ...  
What do you think would be the difference in terms of the audience response? 
A:  Well I think they would still be supportive given the nature of the audience 
members that were there, but again I don’t know whether they would have 
understood the message that we were trying to get across or really what the 
play was about. I think if it wasn’t as professionally well-rehearsed they wouldn’t 
care as much. It moved them. (Interview – Maxine) 

 

Aesthetic engagement also enabled the women to impact those who, within the 

regular hierarchy of the correctional system, were usually beyond their reach. In 

a joint interview with the Helana Jones Centre Manager and the General Manager 

of Women’s Offending after the first year’s project, each reflects upon her 

response to the scene in Home Again where the actors appear as uniformly 

masked robots counting the days as they live out their sentence:  

Manager: And the scene with the, you know, the masks. And that, you know, for 
me as a manager, that scene – and I, you know, saw it quite a few times – that 
scene to me challenges me as a manager. What do I need to do so that people 
don’t feel as faceless?  What are we doing wrong?  Or what, not so much what 
are we doing wrong, but how can we do this much better so that women don’t 
feel so faceless. 
General Manager: That was actually, that’s the one, one of the scenes that I 
recall where I was really challenged by that too.  I really thought, oh my God.  So 
we’re doing it like some kind of sausage machine where they don’t, they’re 
powerless which is the very thing that they’ve perhaps been in the community, 
that they’ve had, you know, they’ve been powerless in their relationship or what 
have you, and now we’ve put them behind bars and they’re still powerless, or 
there’s something I’m not doing that makes them feel like that.  It was really 
confronting. 
Manager: I’ve just got to get through it and, I’ve just got to walk the walk every 
day, every day, every day.  But then what can we do to help counter that and is it 
that we’re, you know, too focused on just doing the thing each day and do we 
need a lot more variety, do we need a lot more engagement with the women to 
help develop what they’re going to do during their time in prison, you know.  
Whilst we do some case management where we sit down with the prisoner and 
map this stuff out does this mean I’m still directing it too much rather than 
allowing some, a lot more self-direction by the prisoner and all those sorts of 
things.  As a manager it kind of set me thinking well, what, where do, what do I 
need to learn from this portrayal? 
 (Interview with General Manager and HJC Manager) 
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The Art of Redemption and Hope 

 

Claiming social citizenship involves actively healing the breach between offender 

and community. Maruna suggests that this is best achieved through the adoption 

of rituals that mark transitions for offenders (see Maruna, 2001 Ch.8; Maruna, 

2011). Expanding upon McAdams’ notion of redemption narratives, Maruna has 

proposed rituals could be designed to recognise a person’s efforts to ‘make good’ 

after committing an offense. Such rituals involve the public recognition of 

reflection, apology, achievements or milestones and include some certification or 

token of this public acknowledgment. Citing literature that suggests that rituals 

can be potent tools for change and that ritual holds the key to understanding 

human agency itself, Maruna (2011) argues that the criminal justice system is 

already marked by rituals of punishment: the rituals of arrest and interrogation, 

the drama of the courtroom, the induction procedures of incarceration. He 

forwards the case for rituals of redemption and reintegration, which can 

counteract the status degradation experienced by offenders.  

 

In many ways, the idea of a redemptive ritual permeated the InsideOut 

performances. These were ritualised encounters where public recognition of the 

women’s reflections and insights, through applause, laughter, silence, ovation, 

and commentary, signalled acceptance and provided a token of public 

acknowledgement. For Maxine, who participated in both productions, there was 

an awareness of the significance of this element of ritual in performance, and the 

impact that public acknowledgement of one’s reflections and readiness for 

change had on one’s resolve to move towards desistance: 

A:  I think that I can speak for myself, but maybe for the other ladies too, 
that if you’re not honest with yourself and you haven’t come to terms with 
the fact that you’re here and the reasons why you’re here then you’re not 
ready to be rehabilitated.   
Q:  And there’s something about making that public statement in the 
performance?  
A:  Yes, that’s right.  That’s right.  Even if it just means that a family member 
sees that in you (Interview – Maxine) 

 

More overtly, the final scene of each play became a ritualised encounter with the 

audience that sought to break down the theatrical fourth wall and invite 
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relational repair. In Home Again, the final scene includes a form of redemptive 

ritual where each woman enters, holding her own Me Box  – that very first 

exploration and expression of self and story undertaken at the beginning of the 

project. She stands facing the audience and makes a statement of intention about 

her anticipated future. Another woman enters reciting from T. S. Elliot’s (1943) 

Little Gidding: 

We shall not cease from exploration,  
and the end of all our exploring  
will be to arrive where we started  
and know the place for the first time. 

 
At this point, the women begin to play with white balloons, with the word HOPE 

written across them in bold letters. As they sing Carole King’s Home Again, the 

women keep the balloons in the air. They begin to hit the balloons into the 

audience, retrieving them, moving up the aisle, hitting them back again to 

audience members and encouraging the audience to keep the balloons afloat. The 

message is clear: it is also your responsibility to keep our hope alive. This 

became a redemption ritual, in which the action was inherently relational and 

reciprocal. In this theatrical moment a contract was established through action. 

Zoe describes this scene and notices the impact the scene had upon the audience 

and especially the officers that attended that performance: 

A:  I just like the end scene, the hope, with the Hope Balloons, making 
everyone aware that we’ve got hope in you guys and you’d better not drop 
it, you’ve got to be careful. 
Q:  How do you think the audience responded to that at the end with the 
Hope Balloons? Because you were actually looking at them at that stage 
weren’t you? 
A:  Yeah. To start off with, when we first went out with the Hope Balloons 
they kind of looked at us and said oh, ‘what are they doing with those?’, ‘oh, 
are they going to burst them or something?’ and then, when we started 
playing with them in the air, they kind of went, ‘ohh, it’s a joyful ending!’ and 
then when we started smacking the balloons towards them then they’re 
going; ‘oh, do we smack it back or what do we do?’. So a couple of people 
just let them drop and I’m like, ‘no’. So I picked the balloons up and started 
hitting them around with all the other audience members. And they hit them 
to each other. 
Q:  And then they got the message? 
A:  Yeah. And people were still drying their eyes. I saw… all the officers, so I 
went and I smacked it towards C and J and she’s there and she’s going like 
this; “Yeah, I’m not crying, I’m not crying,” wiping her eyes. 
(Interview – Zoe) 
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In the final scene of Her Name is Alice, each woman enters upstage-centre 

through the Looking Glass. Finding her place with the other women in formation 

she says, “My name is Alice. In the real world I am a (wife, daughter, mother, 

grandmother, neighbour, workmate, etc.)”. This was each woman’s final act in the 

performance, following the scene of Alice’s reflection, following Alice’s embrace 

of her fears and the acceptance of her demons, an act which enabled each woman 

to stand as herself before her community. We are all Alice. This is our shared 

story. This is the place where the real and the unreal worlds collide, a place 

where we can meet each other. It became a defining moment for the women, 

something that evoked both emotion and determination: 

A: For me, like I said, it was about saying I have been a bad person, I have 
committed a crime, but it doesn’t mean I'm going to dwell on it, I'm going to 
make myself – because it is sad, when I think about it, it's pretty sad.  But do 
I need to be sad for the rest of my life for that?  Yeah the people that I 
probably hurt will probably never recover or who knows, and the memory of 
my crime will probably still haunt me for the rest of my life, but performing 
for the community, saying that I am a strong woman, I realise that I am 
human and I made a mistake and people do learn and they do change, some 
people.  
Q:  Why is that message important do you think? 
A:  Because it's about – well for me, I've accepted my crime, I've taken 
responsibility, I'm still trying to better myself from it, and grow from it. For 
me, it was like we can be whoever we want to be.  Yes, we're criminals, but 
we are talented criminals.  That’s how I look at it. …  I can say I'm 
recovering.  Who knows what's going to happen, but we are capable of 
doing anything that we believe in.  That’s the message I want to get out – I 
don’t know if they get it but I'm saying, whether you believe in second 
chances or don’t  – I want to get a second chance and I believe that I've got 
so much to offer. (Interview – Peata) 

 

This scene became a redemption ritual – an opportunity for Peata to present as 

herself to her audience, moving beyond shame to a public act of claiming social 

citizenship. Peata’s statement17, in her mother tongue, allowed her to stake her 

claim on her specific place in her own community, as an Islander woman. This 

was profound for Peata, not just in terms of identity as seen in Chapter Eight, but 

also in terms of her community’s response. It was in this moment, when her 

                                                        
17 The reader will recall Peata's declaration described on page 178. 
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islander community responded to her statement in her language, she knew that 

her community accepted her and that redemption was possible: 

Q:  Which scenes moved you emotionally the most?  
A:  Oh God. The end bit. The last bit, like, “My name is Alice…”  
Q:  When you came forward and spoke?  
A:  Yep.  
Q:  What was particularly moving about that for you?  
A:  About saying that this is who we are really, and knowing that no matter 
what happens, there are people who love us and do not judge us and still 
believe in us. Does that make sense? (Interview – Peata) 

 

The acceptance of the audience and the warmth of their response to these final 

ritualistic scenes in both shows were palpable. Typical of similar comments in 

the written audience feedback were: 

The last scene I will not forget. I saw the emotions – pain, accomplishment 
and “walls” come down through their eyes. New beginnings, redemptions. 
 
I shifted from thinking “what did she do?” to empathy with the women as 
they stepped out saying “I’m an aunt, Daughter, worker,...” 
 
The roles the women have in “real life” was a very powerful reminder that 
bad choices, not bad people influence the directions of our life. 
 
The final statements that the women made were more than simply as 
convicts/monsters. 
All the women are/were/will be a part of the broader community again. 
There is a need for acceptance and understanding as we all make mistakes. 

 

Thus the redemptive circle was enacted: through the aesthetic choices that 

evoked affective connection, the audience could develop acceptance and hope for 

the possibility of renewal. Performance in this context honoured the rationale 

presented by Maruna that we are all part of one group sharing a moral space, and 

worked to “actively repudiate” the women’s “alien status and acknowledge 

membership in the same world to which the rest of us belong” (Singer, 1997, p. 

295). Such performance then, might be thought of as the art of the reclamation of 

social citizenship, the art of redemption. Buoyed by hope, the acts of intention 

and acts of forgiveness that emerged through these scenes afforded a transaction 

to occur between performer and audience, a buying back into society that 

consolidated a mutual sense of belonging to a moral community.   
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Conclusion 

 
Viewing the theatre projects through the lens of tertiary desistance allows us to 

gain a glimpse into the way these experiences assisted the women to move 

towards a sense of belonging to a moral community. Drawing on criminologist 

McNeill’s (2014, 2016) argument that social and moral change at the level of the 

offender/community interface is integral to successful desistance, this chapter 

posits that both a devised theatre methodology and public performance helped 

mediate this interface, providing opportunities for the women and their 

community to begin to repair their relational breach.  

 

The devising process used the women’s experience as a foundation for the 

development of a performance piece, enabling both ownership of the work and 

an affective connection to the work. We have seen in Chapter Eight how this was 

fundamental to the psychological shifts that might encourage secondary 

desistance. This chapter, however, has demonstrated how the performance of 

this work generated the conditions for tertiary desistance. It has demonstrated 

how ownership of the stories became a social phenomenon, enabling an affective 

connection that inspired acceptance and communal belonging, the essence of 

tertiary desistance. Moving beyond a psychological notion of rehabilitation, this 

perspective challenges the community to become players in the social, moral and 

political drama of rehabilitation and reintegration and demonstrates how the 

reciprocity of the theatre performance is an ideal mechanism with which to build 

the conditions for this process to occur.  

 

When the theatre projects are refracted through this prism we gain a glimpse the 

change process so often neglected in the documentation of prison theatre. Firstly, 

this chapter outlines the importance of affective connection as a precursor to 

belonging. According to Bazemore and Erbe (2004), this occurs when 

relationships are valued, tasks are shared and goals are mutual. We have seen 

how the two theatre projects provided opportunities for positive interaction 
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with the projects’ facilitators, university staff, student theatre technicians, with 

the women’s families, fellow inmates, and prison staff, potentially laying the 

foundations for desistance by developing the human and social capital necessary 

for social connectivity.  

 

Secondly, this chapter has demonstrated the women’s growing sense of 

belonging that emerged from their aesthetic engagement with the audiences. 

Through performance, the audience became a support for the women’s 

exploration of alternative social identities, identifying with aspects of the 

women’s experience and becoming a mirror for the women’s reflective process. 

Such aesthetic and empathic engagement began to disrupt previously accepted 

social roles and allowed these new positions to be critically examined and 

affectively experienced as disrupted. The act of performance thus enabled a 

redefinition of social status that paved the way for community acceptance and a 

sense of mutual belonging to occur.  

 

Thirdly, this chapter has outlined the way in which the theatre projects provided 

opportunities for the women to regain a sense of social citizenship. Through 

portraying stories that the women felt would inform their audiences about their 

world, they gained a sense of purpose. In many ways, the women considered 

their participation in the theatre project an opportunity to contribute to the 

common good, to give something back. The women also sought to make amends 

through the ritual of performance, presenting themselves to their audience in an 

act of redemption, actively seeking to heal the relational breach between 

themselves and their community.  

 

One aim of this thesis has been to gain an understanding of what such 

observations might mean to those interested in the rehabilitation of offenders. 

This analysis has demonstrated the usefulness of affective connection for the 

development of a sense of belonging to a moral community, and of finding ways 

in which the broader community can deeply engage with offenders in ways that 

encourage empathy and acceptance, rather than distance. Tertiary desistance 

demands a shift in the socio-political status of ex-offenders, where a community 
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can begin to reabsorb those parts of itself that have been dislocated through 

incarceration. This is no easy feat, and it would seem from this analysis that the 

emotional connection that is possible through theatre may offer a way to 

encourage this shift.  

 

The reciprocal relationship between actor and audience seen in the 

performances of Home Again and Her Name is Alice, might usefully be regarded 

as ‘breaking the fifth wall’. In theatrical terms, the fourth wall is that invisible 

wall that separates actors from audience. Built upon the historical convention 

that three walls are presented onstage and the fourth would run along the line 

dividing the acting space from the auditorium, the fourth wall is also a 

convention of acting, where actors ignore the audience and focus their attention 

of the world of the drama, a state that Stanislavski (1936) called ‘public solitude’. 

When this performance convention is violated, the term ‘breaking the fourth 

wall’ is used, usually to denote moments in the drama when either the audience 

or the play itself is overtly referenced, exposing the performance mechanism and 

transforming the audience from observer to participant. This is a democratising 

moment in the drama, one that is as much a political act as an aesthetic choice. In 

much the same way, we might understand the invisible wall that separates the 

incarcerated from their community in the social drama of our lives – that wall 

that is additional to the physical walls of the prison and holds the focus of the 

offender on the world of offending and incarceration – as akin to the theatrical 

fourth wall. For these incarcerated actors, we might term this the fifth wall: a 

state of ‘public solitude’, where the gaze of others pierces one’s aloneness. This is 

also the wall that is bolstered by punitive criminal justice policies and populist 

engagement in harsh law and order rhetoric. It is the wall that divides, long after 

an offender is released. To extend the metaphor, ‘breaking the fifth wall’ would 

reference such a process that allows offender and community to meet, that 

highlights the incarcerated person’s stake in their community, exposing the 

mechanisms of crime and incarceration and transforming the community from 

observer to participant in the drama of offending and incarceration.  
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In this way we might say that the performances of Home Again and Her Name is 

Alice violated this fifth wall: the mediation process that occurred through 

performance broke the invisible partition between offender and community. 

Through actors and audience finding a shared experience in the stories being 

portrayed, by affectively connecting, and by participating in a ritual of 

reconciliation, trust and acceptance, these performances began to break down the 

fifth wall that divides offenders from others. In many ways, the moments of 

connection and reciprocity in performance uncovered the artifice that is the 

insulation of the community from offenders, and exposed the social mechanisms 

of crime and incarceration. The emerging empathic response, expressed in the 

audience feedback forms in comments such as There for the grace of God go I, and 

We are all people, shifted the public gaze from one of observer to fellow-traveller, 

For the women, breaking the fifth wall enabled a sense of usefulness, acceptance 

and belonging: the building blocks of tertiary desistance. There was, in that 

radical space, a renegotiation of one’s place in the social order, a questioning of 

hitherto unexamined assumptions, and a realignment of possible ways of 

interacting. In that moment of performance, the women could see a place in 

society bookmarked for them. 
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PART IV:  

THE MODEL 
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CHAPTER TEN 

A MODEL OF CHANGE FOR THEATRE WITH INCARCERATED 
WOMEN  
 

Introduction 

 
This chapter presents a model for assisting incarcerated women though applied 

theatre and explicates the model’s elements. Considering the methodological 

preference of this study for interpretive analysis and a research narrative, a 

visual representation of the findings is used to provide a useful summary and 

makes explicit the assumptions that underpin the three-stage applied theatre 

practice approach developed over the course of the research. It also provides a 

‘theory of action’ (Casey, in press) as it guides the development of new applied 

theatre practices with incarcerated women and serves as the basis for future 

evaluation of such practices.  

 

The model is presented in Figure 1. It both articulates the approach to applied 

theatre developed through this research, and theorises processes of change 

based on that approach. The top half of the model represents the three stages of 

the applied theatre approach described in Chapter Six. This practice approach is 

then viewed through a prism that represents the long-term goal of moving 

women away from crime. As this prism refracts the project through the facets of 

primary, secondary and tertiary desistance, it produces a spectrum that 

represents intermediate goals, and how they are intensified by the aesthetics of 

theatre practice (represented by an intensity of colour). Thus the model captures 

the importance of aesthetics in assisting change through prison theatre. As seen 

in the analysis in chapters seven through nine, changes in doing, being and 

belonging are imbued with an embodied flow between experience, interpretation 

and expression, which enables affective engagement with felt change. I discuss 

this aspect in more detail in the final chapter. 
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FIGURE 1 FOR ASSISTING INCARCERATED WOMEN THROUGH THEATRE  
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The hourglass shape of the model presents a three-stage practice approach (the 

activity) that, when viewed from the perspective of the long-term goal (moving 

women away from crime), reveals certain intermediate goals as targets. The 

three stages of practice simultaneously feed all three aspects of the desistance 

process (that is, stage one of the practice approach does not correspond with 

primary desistance but to all three aspects of desistance, and so on). I have 

deliberately avoided a top-down pathway model that links specific drama 

activities with specific intermediate goals for two reasons. First the activities that 

inform these intermediate goals have been shown in the analysis to be multiple 

and complex, spanning all three stages of the project; and second, any one 

activity is not causally linked to any one goal, but rather the goals are emergent 

from qualities of the project as a whole. Representing change in this way avoids 

the prescriptive nature of logic models and yet allows for applied theatre 

practitioners to create new activities within this practice framework that meet 

these intermediate and long-term goals.  

 

Applied theatre is by its very nature fluid, creatively driven and therefore 

heterogeneous. Two projects are rarely the same, and indeed the two projects 

studied here contained distinctive activities and varied creative outcomes. It is 

therefore important to develop flexible models such as this that encourage new 

practice forms whilst maintaining practitioners’ focus on the theoretical 

underpinnings of the applied intention. In this way, this model has been 

developed to assist those working in this field to develop an informed praxis and 

enhance the effectiveness of their work, yet encourage innovation in developing 

their practice. The model also provides a useful tool for communicating the 

intentions of a project and what aspects of change are being directly targeted. 

The remainder of this chapter explicates the model in more detail. 
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An Applied Theatre Methodology 

 
The top half of the model describes my practice framework for working with 

incarcerated women, which was refined and consolidated over the course of two 

theatre projects. This framework falls into three distinct stages.  

 

The focus of Stage One is on the 

development of ensemble, the eliciting of 

personal narratives and the introduction of 

drama skills. Behavioural expectations and 

an etiquette that seeks to mirror that of the 

theatre rehearsal space are established in 

order to create a bounded and safe space 

for the work. Physical activities such as 

yoga, and other artistic media (e.g., music 

and visual arts) are used to complement drama-based processes to develop the 

voice, the body and the imagination. Various methods such as using a Life Story 

Interview, visual arts activities, or themed narrative exploration help elicit the 

women’s own stories. Image theatre, improvised scene work, journaling and 

discussion are used to enhance and reflect upon these stories. Above all, Stage 

One is founded upon an observance of appropriate paced facilitation: slowly 

building trust, commitment, connection, disclosure and risk-taking.  

 

Stage Two shifts from working with 

personal narrative to developing a 

collective narrative. This shift is largely 

achieved through a move to the symbolic: 

image, movement, metaphor and allegory 

transform individual narratives into a 

collective story, inducting participants into 

a theatrical language that holds shared 

meaning. This enables aesthetic distance, 

what Boal has termed metaxis (Boal, 1995, pp. 42-44), where participants can 

Stage Two 

 Moving from my story to 
our story 

 Devising the collective 
story 

 Using symbol and 
metaphor to develop 
dramatic content 

 Creative development of 

the devised script 

Stage One 
 

 Ensemble building 

 Eliciting narrative 

 Dramatic skill 
development: 

o awakening the 
voice 

o engaging the body 
o enlivening the 

imagination    
 

 Enabling reflection 
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believe and not believe at once, and where they can imaginatively embrace the 

world of the shared story – its fantasy, humour, beauty, or dilemma – while being 

equally conscious of its fictionality and personal relevance. This allows 

participants the distance to perceive the ironies and the implications of their 

own story, yet be simultaneously protected by the collective and symbolic nature 

of the theatrical experience. Creative development of the emerging devised script 

enables the possibility for a democratic process of scene refinement, where 

creative ideas and negotiation can coexist and where the addition of music, 

scenery and props can distribute effort and input across the group.  

 

Stage Three works towards public 

performance and public engagement. For 

the InsideOut project, the context was a low 

security facility, where participants were 

permitted to travel to the university 

theatre, and where engagement with 

university staff and students and a public audience enhanced the opportunity for 

the affective connection with pro-social others that tertiary desistance requires. 

The aim of Stage Three is to produce an aesthetically engaging performance for 

members of the community; and to enhance community connection through 

post-performance question and answer sessions, and through inmates’ informal 

interactions with audience members. 

 

Through the refinement process of this research, two features of this practice 

approach emerged as significant for working with incarcerated women. First, the 

move to a collective narrative in stage two employs metaxis to enhance the safety 

of the process of narrative reconstruction, avoiding the pitfalls of testimonial 

theatre, including the risk of retraumatisation and voyeurism. Second, the use of 

public performance in Stage Three mediates the offender/community interface, 

providing numerous opportunities for offenders and their community to begin to 

repair their relational breach. In addition, the emphasis on developing the 

production values of the performance through being sited in a professional 

Stage Three 

 Rehearsal of the devised 
script 

 Technical production 

 Performance for public 
audiences 

 Audience engagement 
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theatre space, enhances the contribution that the aesthetic dimension can make 

to desistance. 

 

Assisting Women to Move Away from Crime 

 
My analysis identified ways in which my approach to prison theatre can be 

understood as reflecting aspects of primary, secondary and tertiary desistance 

and therefore assist women offenders to move away from crime. The lower half 

of the model, as seen in Figure 1, presents these aspects as intermediate goals for 

applied theatre projects with incarcerated women. These goals, when achieved, 

produce changes in doing, being and belonging that assist desistance. These 

intermediate goals are explicated next. 

 

Changes in Doing 

 
The foundation upon which all change 

depends is the development of trust: 

trust in the facilitator, trust of others in 

the group, and trust in the process. This 

is essential to participants taking the 

risks necessary to embark on changed 

action. Attached to this goal is the management of ambivalence, which is a 

feature of challenge and change (see Prochaska, DiClemente & Norcross, 1992). 

Providing a container for ambivalence, in which fear is recognised and support is 

given, can motivate participants towards accepting the risks associated with 

change.  

 

Providing embodied experiences of doing things differently where participants 

move, use their voice, or engage with others in new ways, enables participants to 

experience themselves as different and therefore more open to change. 

Participants’ visceral experiences of beauty, of repulsion, of form or of poetry, 

reinforce behavioural shifts. Change becomes tangible through the theatrical 

medium.  

Changes in Doing 
 

 Build trust and manage 
ambivalence 

 Providing embodied experiences 
of changed action 

 Developing readiness for change 
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As participants develop trust, move from ambivalence to commitment, and 

experience different action, they develop an openness to newness. As bodies 

explore new rhythms and forms, and are ‘moved’ both physically and 

emotionally in new ways, changed action becomes possible. The goal of 

increasing participants’ readiness for change keeps our eye focused on the 

necessity for gentle challenge and the encouragement of risk.  

 

Changes in Being 

 
Reflection on one’s own story is central 

to establishing the conditions for 

narrative reconstruction. Exploring 

one’s story and reflecting upon it in 

relation to others’ stories provides 

opportunities for perspective and 

insight into the patterns and pathways 

that have led to one’s incarceration. 

Emergent from the experience of doing 

things differently are opportunities for 

self-creation, as one embodies different 

directions that a story might take. Through dramatic means participants can 

inhabit multiple identities and experience the challenge of multiple affiliations 

and discursive positions, allowing for a situated cognition where experiencing 

the struggle of multiple identity positions produces felt change. 

 

Similarly, working dramatically with continuity and change in stories encourages 

redemptive narratives: the redeployment of one’s past in the service of one’s 

pro-social future, the discovery of the ‘real me’, or the creation of a hitherto 

unheard voice allows one to incorporate a criminal past into a future pro-social 

narrative. As experiences are told and re-told, created and re-created, ordered 

and re-ordered, and as aspects of one’s own story are interpreted and 

transformed into a collective drama, narrative reconstruction occurs. 

Changes in Being 
 

 Reflecting on one’s 
own story 

 Experiencing multiple identities 
to enhance possibilities for self –
creation 

 Encouraging redemptive 
narratives through exploring 
continuity and change 

 Developing agency 
o Self-mastery 
o Status 
o Achievement/Responsibility 
o Empowerment 

 Envisaging hope 
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The goal of developing agency is central to encouraging women to move away 

from crime. Experiencing a sense of expanded capacity and future possibility 

through mastering self, overcoming personal obstacles, gaining the respect of 

others, taking on responsibility, achieving objectives and finding a sense of 

potency and purpose is central to this framework. The importance of providing a 

context that is radically different to the everyday offerings within a prison; a 

performative landscape where the quality of engagement with others and with 

self can be radically altered; a shared moral space where imagination and 

reflection can challenge social positioning and assumptions, offers participants 

the opportunity to resist entropy and envisage hope for a new way of being.  

 

Changes in Belonging 

Affective connection with others 

provides the conditions for the 

possibility of a sense of belonging to 

emerge. Providing opportunities for 

positive interaction with facilitators, 

with participants’ families, fellow 

inmates, and prison staff, develops 

the human and social capital 

necessary for social connectivity. 

This mirrors the development of trust, but takes on a more social function, 

providing the acceptance necessary for a sense of belonging to occur. The 

reciprocity of the theatre performance is an ideal mechanism with which to 

inspire acceptance and community belonging. In performance, aesthetic and 

empathic engagement by actors and audience begins to disrupt previously 

accepted social roles, allowing these positions to not only be critically examined, 

but also affectively experienced as disrupted. In this way, the act of performance 

enables a redefinition of social status that paves the way for community 

acceptance.  

 

Changes in Belonging 

 Enabling affective connection with 
others 

 Encouraging the exploration of 
alternative social identities 

 Providing a sense of belonging to a 
moral community  

 Enabling the reclamation of social 
citizenship 

o create redemption rituals 
o encourage generativity 
o disrupt social stereotypes 

and redefine social status 
o encourage community  

reflection, identification and 
empathic engagement 
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Providing opportunities for participants to regain a sense of social citizenship is 

an important goal of this work. This can be achieved through rituals of 

redemption, those aspects of performance that include the public recognition of 

participants’ reflection, apology, achievements or milestones. Also important is 

the provision of opportunities for participants to contribute to the common good, 

to give something back, and find meaning in the content and delivery of their 

performance. An equally important goal is to find ways in which the broader 

community can deeply engage with participants in ways that encourage empathy 

and acceptance, rather than distance, ways that disrupt hierarchies and promote 

democratic principles. Underpinning this goal is a privileging of the aesthetics of 

the performance: by attending to the enhancement of artistic quality, and the 

ways in which beauty, form, excitement, discomfort, and so on resonate with an 

audience, affective engagement is enhanced, providing the conditions for 

audiences’ increased identification, reflection, empathy and commitment. The 

importance of aesthetics in inspiring change will be further elucidated in the 

final chapter. 

 

Evaluation 

 
A useful model for change will have the ability to demonstrate progress on the 

achievement of intermediate and long-term goals, in other words, to inform 

evaluation. Whilst the evaluation of the project was not the intention of this 

study, this research does provide the necessary conceptual work that precedes 

and frames future evaluation. To this end, indicators can be added to the model 

to determine how effective a project has been in achieving stated goals. It is 

suggested that for those projects that use this model to inform the development 

of a prison theatre practice with incarcerated women, the instrumental goals 

may be evaluated through observation, interview or questionnaire. In addition, 

this model’s portrayal of the contribution of aesthetics to these instrumental 

goals also requires us to recognise “the diverse experiences and the multiple 

impacts of the arts”, asking “rigorous questions related to quality, and about 

what kind of qualities matter” as an “additional strategy of critique” (White, 

2015, p. 256). 
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Evaluation has different audiences and purposes. Correctional qualities and 

artistic qualities are usually assessed against different criteria, and herein lies 

the nub of the dilemma for applied theatre in prisons when applying for 

correctional funding or access. Prison theatre practice has either been evaluated 

too narrowly, or not at all (and therefore by definition officially considered an 

unworthy program). Becoming an accredited (and therefore funded) program, at 

least in Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom, demands at the very 

least a theoretical basis for the work consistent with known rehabilitation (RNR) 

principles, largely because these have been operationalised. However, this thesis 

demonstrates ways in which theories of desistance from crime (as opposed to 

RNR principles) are not only appropriate for moving women offenders away 

from crime, but also might be operationalised through the use of theatre. In 

addition, it demonstrates how such an innovation requires evaluation criteria 

that account for the contribution made by the aesthetic dimension of the work. 

This demands that correctional systems expand their evaluation criteria to 

account for both process and outcome, and accommodate the benefits of a prison 

theatre practice that uses the new desistance framework. 

 

It is proposed that projects built upon this model might best be evaluated by the 

future development of evaluative methodologies that equally recognise the 

aesthetic and instrumental value of the work against the background of the 

work’s conceptual frameworks and assumptions, and uses a mix of evaluative 

resources and languages that allow us “to describe value and to critique where 

value is mistaken” (White, p. 256).  

 

Caveats 

 
This Model of Change is not intended to provide an account of whether or not 

participation in these two theatre projects caused offenders to sustain their 

moves away from crime. It is not an evaluation. Rather, it highlights those 

aspects of the practice that have relevance to the theoretical construct of 

desistance and provides a conceptual frame within which to make sense of the 
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work, and within which a future evaluation might be developed. Neither is the 

model prescriptive. It does not make casual links between specific activities and 

desistance outcomes, but provides a frame for future innovation and application. 

Neither does this model necessarily map onto other forms of prison theatre 

practice; however, the analysis does indicate the potential for theories of 

desistance to be useful in conceptualising the effects of prison theatre projects 

and the role of aesthetics in achieving instrumental aims.  Further work may find 

other forms of applied theatre practice equally effective in operationalising 

desistance. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

CONCLUSION 
 
 

This research embarked on a journey through applied theatre in prison contexts, 

seeking to navigate across the multidisciplinary space that theorising this work 

demands. The journey began with two theatre projects, informed by a body of 

knowledge regarding women’s pathways to crime, their incarceration and 

desistance. Through the intertwining of practice and reflection, a three-staged 

approach for applied theatre practice with women offenders was refined. When 

refracted through the prism of moving women away from crime, through the 

facets of primary, secondary and tertiary desistance, a model for desistance 

through theatre could be viewed. This analysis provided a means by which we 

might better understand not just whether, but how and why such a theatre 

project is transformative, and which aspects of a complex process have the 

potential to assist the quest for imprisoned women to desist from crime.  

 

This journey in researching prison theatre has taken me into Babel, where I have 

seen the various languages of the arts and the social sciences collide. 

Terminology such as change, theory, reflection, praxis, rehabilitation, narrative, 

repeatability, quality, script, model, transformation, evaluation and so on are 

imbued with different meanings depending on the tradition in which they reside. 

Some terms of description within one discipline are technical terms within 

another, and each term speaks to an epistemological tradition. However, I would 

argue that applied theatre, by definition, dwells in Babel, and as such, requires an 

ability to speak various languages. It cannot afford ignorance of the 

developments in its applied settings, but neither can it ignore its particularity as 

an artistic practice. If we have learned nothing else from the turn to language we 

have learned that language does things. How we conceptualise what we do 

enables and constrains what we can do. I would argue that this thesis provides a 

way of talking that allows a translation tool for prison theatre practitioners and 
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those with correctional concerns. It enables prison theatre practitioners a model 

which frames the development of an informed practice; that is, a practice that 

can be explicated and evaluated, whilst enabling creative development. It also 

provides those whose focus is the rehabilitation of offenders a tool to understand 

the value of such a project as an asset and a resource in encouraging the 

desistance process in women, and a framework within which to encourage the 

development of further innovative theatre-based projects in these settings.  

 

This chapter concludes the journey, returning to the central questions of the 

thesis:  

How might the practice of prison theatre, while developing its artistic contribution, 

utilise current knowledge in criminology and psychology to assist incarcerated 

women as they move away from crime?  

and more specifically,  

What model of change for moving women away from crime emerges from the 

analysis of an applied theatre practice that is equally informed by artistic intent 

and a relevant body of knowledge regarding women offenders?  

 

First, I elucidate the centrality of the aesthetic dimension of my practice 

approach, those qualities that move and inspire change in performers, audiences 

and institutions, to the instrumental aims outlined in the model. I then discuss 

the limitations of this thesis and arising issues. Finally, I return to the initial 

dilemma posed in the thesis, reasserting the relevance of the interplay between 

the aesthetic and the instrumental. 

 

The Importance of the ‘Good’ in ‘Making Good’ Theatre 

 

The term making good, following Maruna’s influential book of the same name 

(2001), has been used to describe the process of desisting from crime. In this 

sense, this thesis proposes a making good theatre with incarcerated women, that 

is, a theatre practice that is framed by theories of primary, secondary and 

tertiary desistance from crime. However, the analysis in Part III, also shows that 
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central to this endeavour is the aesthetics of theatre itself. I would like to 

appropriate this term making good to highlight the importance of the aesthetics 

of our work in achieving applied intentions, and suggest that this thesis 

demonstrates how making good theatre assists making good theatre.  

 

Applied theatre is a social act, but it is also art, and therefore accountable in 

terms of its value as art. In this sense, the project endeavoured to pursue its 

artistic goals: to attend to what theatre is as much as what theatre can do, “to find 

aesthetic solutions to creative problems” (Snyder-Young, 2013), to attend to the 

poetic conveyance of meaning, the creative tension in performance, and the 

imaginatively rich engagement with others, that is, to make good theatre, within 

the parameters of its context and application. To this end, the practice approach 

focused on the development of drama skills, in which workshops developed 

vocal and physical attributes and applied them to theatrical genres and modes 

such as mask work, commedia dell ’arte, puppetry, clowning, singing, and dance. 

These skills enriched the theatrical tools available to participants as they created 

their devised performances. Similarly, facilitation consciously sought to inspire 

respect for the theatrical endeavour, in which the adage ‘play is actors’ work’ 

held meaning, where reverence for the performance space inducted participants 

into the discipline of rehearsal, the rigors of stagecraft, and the etiquette of 

performance. Likewise, the use of the university theatre space assisted our focus 

on production values: the stage and auditorium provided a purpose-built 

workspace where the women were surrounded by professional artists and 

students of theatre, and where quality lighting and sound could be plotted and 

driven to enliven the performance.  

 

Just as my practice sought to make good theatre, my research sought to theorise 

how this might contribute to the women’s making good. As Snyder-Young (2013) 

urges, “let us develop methods through which to examine what real things 

participants and audiences do and do not get from aesthetics” (p. 8). The aim was 

to make the neglected link between the aesthetics of theatre with incarcerated 

women and what might be moving them away from crime. To this end, my 

analysis supports Snyder-Young’s suggestion that “the ‘unarticulated’ by-
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products of participation in theatrical events are actually the very things meeting 

a project’s interventionist goals” (p. 8). Indeed this research develops a model 

that articulates these by-products of participation.  

 

Chapter Seven presented a theatre of doing, or aspects of the practice that 

reflected features of primary desistance. However, it was the embodiment of 

ambivalence, trust or doing things differently, which provided a visceral 

experience that thrust the women into challenging established action. 

Experiences of ambivalence and vacillation, or of resistance and lethargy were 

inhabited, just as were the emerging experiences of engagement. The women 

inhabited metaphors: they watched as their stories became transformed into 

images and symbols, and then shaped these images and symbols anew, and in so 

doing, shaped themselves. These performed moments impregnated new action 

with affect, encapsulating the experience of change. The excitements and affects 

of activity that connect mind and body are both meaning-making and qualitative 

experiences that do not always explicitly make their way into consciousness. 

This is perhaps why cognitive-behavioural based programs for offenders find 

their limits. Attempting to tease apart cognition from affect and body (as Lakoff 

and Johnson [2003] have shown this is fallacious), is by definition a retrospective 

form of intervention, and denies the power of the immediacy of phenomenal 

experiences of changed action. Chapter Seven demonstrated how change 

privileges the role of the body in a developing subjectivity and how the 

immediacy of playing can mark the body and stretch our capacity for changed 

action, opening up possibilities for future behavioural shifts.  

 

Chapter Eight presented a theatre of being, or aspects of the practice that 

reflected features of secondary desistance, primarily narrative reconstruction 

and the development of agency. The analysis however, also showed that the 

theatre-making process itself became a compelling aesthetic frame that enabled 

and constrained the women’s possibilities for an alternative future self, one in 

which their own narrative trajectories could be questioned, embodied, and 

transformed. Through the backward-and-forward-looking mechanisms of 

recollection and projection within the drama-devising process, the women could 
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be seen to be navigating a tension between a constancy of self and the constant 

project of renewal. Identities were being constituted in the physicality and 

materiality of those moments when the women wrestled with the dialectic of old 

me/new me, through embodying narratives that existed between a past that is in 

the process of being denounced, and a future ideal toward which one strives. It 

was the somatic and affective experience of this struggle within the safety of 

metaxis that permitted reflection and insight into an otherwise inchoate 

understanding of experience and of self.  

 

The analysis in Chapter Eight also showed how the development of agency was 

an extension of the imaginative, a projection of self into a fantasised future that 

became increasingly achievable. The sense of an expanded capacity and self-

potency was encountered in the dramatic moment, when the excitement of 

mastery and the radical altering of one’s engagement with others could find 

meaning and become manifest as performative habits. In this way the 

development of agency is more than increasing self-efficacy; it is the awakening 

of the silent voice, the engaging of the lifeless body, or the enlivening of the 

colourless imagination.  

 

Chapter Nine presented a theatre of belonging, or aspects of the practice that 

reflected features of tertiary desistance. However, it was also the felt experience 

of one’s place in the social order that was seen to be important, most keenly felt 

in the exchange between actor and audience, in the ovation and the applause, in 

the interplay of comic timing and laughter, or in the slow, the sorrowful and the 

silent. As both performers and audience began to own the stories, each 

contributed to the moment, inextricably bound in the co-creation of theatre. The 

collective relevance of symbol and image resonated throughout the space, 

moving both performers and audience alike, allowing a shared identification, a 

dreaming, an imagining, and an empathy to emerge. The reclamation of social 

citizenship was also seen to be performative: through the theatrical moments 

that invited playful engagement or elicited a visceral affective response in the 

audience, a redemptive bridge was built between the women and their 

community. The acts of intention and acts of forgiveness ritualised through 
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playing with balloons, through movement, spoken word, and song, afforded an 

unspoken transaction to occur between performer and audience, a moment of 

openness, possibility and hope.  

 

I am arguing here that it was the attention to the good, to the quality and 

qualities of theatrical moments throughout all three stages of the workshop and 

performance process, that developed the richness of the experience. In addition, 

such attention afforded the affective engagement that underpinned the 

contribution of this work to the women’s journeys towards making good.  

  

Issues Arising from the Research 

 
Sustainability 

 
During their interviews, the women articulated a sense of loss at the end of the 

project. There was the feeling of “What now?” as they returned to the desert 

landscape of incarceration and the seeming unending time of their sentences. 

This fear was not unfounded: in many ways, the theatre project had provided an 

opportunity to create, to trust, to belong, to be respected and to be effective; and 

they all knew that this would be difficult to sustain in regular prison life. 

 

To my mind, there are two types of sustainability: the ability for the project to be 

repeated, followed-up, or continued, with all the organisational and funding 

issues that arise from this; and the sustainability of the perceived impacts, or the 

ways in which the shifts that these women felt that can be seen to be linked to 

desistance from crime, could be maintained. It may be the case that the latter is 

dependent upon the former, and that continuing to provide the theatre project 

may in fact further reinforce desistance outcomes; however, that would need 

further investigation.  

 

Ethical concerns emerge regarding sustainability. Foremost is the concern that 

one-off projects that engage and excite incarcerated women can leave them 

bereft when it is over; that the ‘adrenalin rush’ of performance is followed by a 
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letdown effect that for vulnerable women could lead to feelings of hopelessness. 

Indeed it is the very potency of this work and its links with desistance that this 

research demonstrates that fuels this concern. If the shifts that the women 

sensed in themselves and the world were unable to be sustained after the project 

– if the connections made, the feeling of belonging and purpose, agency and hope, 

commitment and empowerment that the project encouraged were at risk – then 

so too would be the gains they had made in their journeys towards desistance. 

There seems then to be both an ethic of care and of responsibility on the part of 

both practitioners and Corrections, to ensure that the women’s wellbeing is 

protected and the steps they have taken towards desistance are maintained. 

 

However, to achieve this is not simple. Whilst there are some ongoing theatre 

programs with incarcerated women, such as Somebody’s Daughter Theatre 

Company that provides their program for 11 months of the year, and has done for 

over 30 years, this is an exception. Such commitment to continuity is rarely seen 

in prison theatre, or any other program delivery for that matter, and the logistics 

and economics of such an endeavour would be substantial.  

 

Sustainability cannot ever be guaranteed, but it can be negotiated and 

considered in the development of such projects. Ongoing support for 

participants, follow-up projects and targeted case management are all ways in 

which sustainability issues might be addressed. Certainly in this project, the 

post-performance care and follow-up case management provided by Centre staff, 

which was further developed for the second project, appeared to be a useful 

addition to the project, using the women’s participation in the project as a 

reference point in case management sessions. This could be further developed to 

specifically target those desistance factors operationalised in the model. 

 

Repeatability 

 
As I reflected on my practice and proceeded with the analysis, I became 

increasingly aware of the potential influence that my skills as a psychological 

clinician, my knowledge in offender rehabilitation and my background as a 
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theatre director had on the outcomes of the project and the development of the 

model. In the everydayness of my exchanges with the women, all parts of me 

were present and at work: in the way that I built rapport, in conversations, in the 

way I ran a group or used questioning skills, in my knowledge of what factors 

impact rehabilitation, in my awareness of how prisons work, in my approach to 

theatre-making, rehearsal and production, I created an applied theatre 

methodology that in many ways was idiosyncratic, begging the question of 

repeatability. I would suggest that further research with other practitioners 

working with the same practice approach is required to enhance the model and 

determine what facilitator qualities might be contributing to the development of 

factors that reflect aspects of desistance. It may well be that such research 

reveals findings relevant to the training of practitioners in this field, or the need 

to work in conjunction with other professionals. 

 

Although the problem of practitioner variability is not new and is a factor in 

determining outcomes in rehabilitation programs generally (and in fact in many 

disciplines), it is arguably more pronounced in applied theatre facilitation due to 

the creative and non-prescriptive nature of the work. Indeed, repeatability as a 

term is imbued with various disciplinary meanings: in the social sciences it is a 

sought-after signifier of rigor and method; however, in theatre, it is at best 

scaffolding on which to hang new interpretations or performance efforts. In 

theatre, an artist’s creative response to the moment, and the particularity of their 

interpretation or expression, trumps repeatability; and theatre projects in 

prisons are no exception. However, when seeking to theorise what might be 

happening to create transformation or change in applied theatre, there must be 

some accounting for factors that encourage that change, and a way of ensuring 

these factors are at work in future projects with similar aims. To this end, I 

would suggest that research into further applications of the practice approach 

developed in this research are required to enhance the model. 
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Final Thoughts 

 
We now return to the problem outlined in Chapter One, that is, the failure of 

prison theatre to articulate its contribution in ways are relevant to the contexts 

of offending and incarceration. It is not within the purview of this thesis to enter 

into broader discussions about the cultural meanings of women’s incarceration, 

the political implications of rehabilitation, or the ways in which prison theatre 

practice might be complicit with hegemonic discourses of crime and punishment. 

(These are worthy discussions and ones that affect our work.) Neither is this a 

discussion of prison theatre’s subversive potential to threaten the status quo, or 

make power relations visible, although our work may in fact do this to one 

degree or another. Rather, I am seeking the more modest goal of personal change 

for incarcerated women, within the context of a correctional system in which my 

practice has been located.  

 

As discussed in Chapter One and elsewhere, there is a need for applied theatre in 

prison settings to transgress unhelpful dichotomising of affect and effect. As 

applied theatre practitioners, this alerts us to the importance of the quality of our 

art as much as its application. As applied theatre researchers, we become aware 

of how much our language matters. How we conceptualise and talk about what 

we do links us to worlds, not only to bodies of knowledge relevant to our applied 

context, but to practices and ways of working that have intentions and outcomes.   

 

For prison theatre research, this is pertinent in a number of ways. On the one 

hand, there exists what Belfiore colourfully calls “a bullshit rhetoric that has 

developed around the alleged transformative powers of the arts and their 

consequent (presumed) positive social impacts” (2009, p. 343). For prison 

theatre, this describes the broad unsubstantiated claims of transformation or 

redemption often seen in anecdotal accounts of prison theatre practice; or the 

neglect by those writing about the impact of prison theatre to make the link 

between factors such as self-esteem, family reunification or communication skills 

to what we know moves people away from crime. Equally problematic are 

unsubstantiated claims that theatre reduces crime or affects rehabilitation, 
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where spurious links are made without the conceptual or empirical work to 

defend it. Often a response to the demands of funding bodies or institutional 

authorities, such unfounded claims do little to create an informed praxis. 

 

However, there is equally also a risk that applied theatre outcome research hides 

behind the language of aesthetics, avoiding the task of theorising its applied 

focus through obfuscation and self-contradiction. Whilst theorising the aesthetics 

of applied theatre is in itself a worthy pursuit, theories of aesthetics (i.e., 

philosophical theories) are no more within applied theatre than theories of 

education, psychology, politics or sociology. Applied theatre, as any other applied 

discipline, appropriates theories that are applicable to the contexts in which it is 

applied. What becomes problematic, is when, in an attempt to overcome past 

avoidance of our practice as inherently aesthetic, applied theatre research 

becomes evangelical, disowning the equally central instrumentality of the work 

on the one hand, or attempting to use the language of aesthetics alone to do the 

work of theorising change, on the other.  The risk here is not only a befuddled 

body of research, but a risk to the growth of an informed practise where harm is 

minimised, or where applied theatre’s real potential lies unacknowledged and 

underdeveloped.  

 

What is needed, and what this thesis provides, is the conceptual work that links 

what we do in prison theatre with what we know assists people to move away 

from crime, and how our art contributes to this applied intention. By articulating 

a model that both situates the work within a frame that is relevant to 

correctional concerns, and incorporates the unique contribution that aesthetics 

makes to our endeavour, we can more justly claim that our work is making a 

difference. Theorising change provides a means by which we might better 

understand not just whether, but how and why such a project is transformative, 

and which aspects of a complex process have the potential to assist the ongoing 

process of desistance.  

 

In the first project the extract from T. S. Eliot’s (1943) Little Gidding framed our 

workshops and featured in our production: 



 266 

We shall not cease from exploration,  
and the end of all our exploring  
will be to arrive where we started  
and know the place for the first time. 
 

It seems fitting to return to this text at the close of the thesis. I have indeed 

arrived where I first started, returning to the central questions of this research: 

How might the practice of prison theatre, while developing its artistic contribution, 

utilise current knowledge in criminology and psychology to assist incarcerated 

women as they move away from crime? and more specifically, What model of 

change for moving women away from crime emerges from the analysis of an 

applied theatre practice that is equally informed by artistic intent and a relevant 

body of knowledge regarding women offenders?  

 

This thesis has shown that both artistry and instrumental intention can be 

equally privileged in the development of a practice that draws on current 

knowledge in fields relevant to rehabilitation. By drawing on theories of primary, 

secondary and tertiary desistance, this research creates a frame for 

conceptualising the instrumental value of this practice, creating a model for 

change that identifies intermediate goals that can help lead women to desistance. 

One of the unintended outcomes of this thesis is a demonstration of how theories 

of desistance can be applied. These theories, which have proved useful for 

explanatory purposes within criminology, have rarely been operationalised, and 

this thesis contributes to the desistance literature by providing an example of 

what might be called desistance in action. Further, this thesis shows how the 

aesthetics of the theatre practice are central to its contribution to the women’s 

desistance journey. The proposition that the artistic and the instrumental are 

potentially interdependent, and that the value and potential of prison theatre 

rests in this interdependency highlights the uniqueness of an applied theatre 

approach to working with incarcerated women.  

 

Thus I arrive where I started, but indeed now see prison theatre as if for the first 

time. Before I started this research I was somewhat conflicted, enthusiastic for 

the practice, but sceptical of its contribution. I was also confused by the identity 

issues plaguing applied theatre and frozen by the affect/effect dichotomy. I come 
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to it now with a far more optimistic view: I see how applied theatre can remain 

both instrumentally driven and aesthetically enriched, and enriching. I see the 

potential for my approach to this work to find its place in the correctional 

landscape, and to contribute to the lives of the people I seek to assist. Lastly, I am 

hopeful that applied theatre “will not cease from exploration” and will continue 

the much-needed research that will feed and nurture this young discipline. 

 

The Last Word 

 
I recently had a text conversation with Anya, who played in Her Name is Alice and 

whose quest to awaken her voice had found expression through her participation 

in the project. I had always found her reflections insightful both during the 

project and following; they were always measured, balanced and very real. As I 

write this, Anya has been released for over three years and has been negotiating 

this new part of her journey. As we exchanged small talk about our lives, her job 

and the weather in our two different states, I asked her whether her participation 

in the play held any significance in her life post-release, whether there had been 

any moment where it came to mind or in fact had even mattered? She texted me 

this reply:   

Thinking about your question – No one instance or moment comes to mind, but 
for me, it’s more a case of the changes I experienced doing the theatre project 
becoming so deeply enmeshed that they are just a part of who I am now. I am 
sure there have been times where I would have handled things differently had I 
not experienced the project, but the changes are so deeply enmeshed, so much a 
part of who I am now, that it’s difficult to actually tease out any moment. But did 
I find my voice? Yep  

 

Perhaps this is indeed, desistance in action.  
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 
Participant Questions  
Unstructured interview covering the following areas – may be expanded upon, 
simplified or individualised to suit participants: 
 

1. Describe the workshop process as you saw it. 

2. What did you find valuable in the workshop process? 

3. How did you find talking about yourself and your stories? 

4. What happened to you between sessions? 

5. What strengths did you notice in yourself? 

6. What did you find valuable in the performance of the piece? 

7. How was this important to you? (in terms of  your future; your time here; 

your family; how you see your crime; community) 

8. How did you experience moving from your story to a more symbolic 

representation? What symbols meant the most to you? How do you think 

the audience experienced the stories and symbols? 

9. You scenes moved you emotionally? Can you tell me more about that? Has 

that helped you in any way?  

10. What is the difference between (feeling and doing something) what you 

did in the workshop and talking about it  in rehab programs or with your 

psychologist? 

11. In the performance you spoke about …. Can you tell me more about that? 

12. How do you think this workshop would be for other prisoners? 

13. Is there anything you would change in the process? 



 291 

Interview Questions – General Manager  
 

1. How did you find yourself responding during the performance? 
 

2. What images or impressions, if any, have remained with you from 
seeing this performance? 

 
3. On reflection what did you find valuable in the performance and why? 

 
4. In your experience with women prisoners, what are the major 

rehabilitation needs and reintegration concerns for this population?  
 

 
5. What have you found is the most effective ways of addressing these 

needs? Do you think they are adequately addressed? What do you see as 
the difficulties in addressing these needs? What do you see as ways 
forward in addressing these needs? 

 
6. What do you think might be the differences if any in addressing rehab 

needs of women prisoners using theatre approaches? 
  

7. What value if any do you think this work has in assisting women 
prisoners? 
 

8. Are there some prisoners who might respond better to these sorts of 
approaches than others? 
 

9.  What do think might be the differences if any of rehab/reintegration 
focused applied theatre programs and non-rehab applied theatre 
projects? 

 
10. What operational concerns are there for this sort of work in prisons?  

 
11. Costs and benefits of public performance? 

 
12. Any other comments? 
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Interview Questions for Manager Helana Jones Centre 
 

 
1. How did you recruit participants for the project? 

 
2. What were the obstacles to recruiting? 

 
3. What were your observations during the workshop process? In terms of 

the participants? the staff? other prisoners? the functioning of the centre? 
 

4. From an operational perspective, what worked and what didn’t work in 
having the workshop and the performance in the prison? 

 
5. What worked/didn’t work about having an external performance? 

 
6. What do you think might be the differences if any in addressing 

rehab/reintegration needs of women prisoners using theatre approaches? 
 

7. Are there some prisoners who might respond better to these sorts of 
approaches than others? 

 
8.  What do think might be the differences if any of rehab/reintegration 

focused applied theatre programs and non-rehab applied theatre 
projects? 

 
9. How did you find yourself responding during the performance? 

 
10. What images or impressions, if any, have remained with you from seeing 

this performance? 
 

11. On reflection what did you find most valuable in the performance and 
why? 

 
12.  What were your observations of the response of other prisoners to the a) 

workshop process and b) the performance? 
 

13. What were your observations of the response of other prisoners to the 
performance?  

 
14. What were your observations of the response of the participant prisoners 

a) during the performance and b)  following the performance? 
 

 
15. What were your observations of the response of staff to the project and to 

performance  
 

16. One woman said that she noticed a difference in the way she was treated 
by the staff following the performance – what are your observations and 
thoughts about this? 
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17. What do you see are the costs and benefits of this sort of project in a 

women’s facility? 
 

18. Do you think it assists the women in any way? 
 

19. Would you like to see this project extended and if so in what way? 
 

20. Would you make any changes to the project? 
 

Any other comments? 
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Interview Questions – HJC Staff 

1. Can you please tell me about your role at HJC? 
 

2. What were your observations of the women while they were going 
through that three-month process? 
 

3. What was your response to the performance? 
4. What scenes particularly left an impression on you? 

 
5. Have you noticed any changes in particular women?  

 
6. Did you notice any changes in the ways the women communicated with 

you or other staff over the life of the project?  
 

7. Have you noticed any differences in the ways that the women interact 
with each other? 
 

8. How did the theatre project affect the operation and functioning of the 
centre? 

 
9. Did you notice any differences in the atmosphere within the Centre while 

the project was on? 
 

10. How do you think the project was generally received by the staff? 
 

11. How do you think the performances were received by the audiences? 
 

12. What do you think the value is for the audience? 
 

13. What do you think the benefits of a project like this are? 
 

14. What do you think are some of the challenges for the prison in providing a 
project such as this? 

 
15. What do you think are some of the challenges for the women involved in a 

project such as this? 
 

16. Have there been any prisoner management issues? 
 

17. Do you have any advice for facilitators of projects such as this? 
 

18. What do you think is the value of this type of work in working with 
women offenders? 

19. How does a project like this best fit in with the main aims and functions of 
a Centre such as HJC?  

Is there anything else that you want to say ?  
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Audience Feedback Form 
 
It would be of enormous benefit to this project if you would kindly take 5 
minutes to provide feedback. Please complete the following questions and place 
in the box provided. Your responses remain confidential and totally 
anonymous. Any identifying information will be deleted. 
 

1.    How did you find yourself responding during the performance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.    What images or impressions, if any, have remained with you following this 
performance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.    What have you learned more about or understood differently, if anything, 
from attending this performance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.    Any other comments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many thanks for taking the time to assist this work. 
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORMS 
 

Ethics Protocol Number: EDU/20/12/HREC 
 
 

 

 

INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM - PARTICIPANTS 

 

 

INVESTIGATORS 

 

Linda Davey, School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt 

Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Mobile 0417 692065 Email: 

linda.davey2@griffith.edu.au  

 

Professor Michael Balfour, Chair, Applied Theatre, School of Education and 

Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, 

Australia. Phone +61 (07) 3735 5688 Mobile 0434 948126 Facsimile 07 3735 6868 

Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

InsideOut Theatre Workshop: The Performing Desistance Study 

You have been invited to take part in the above program and research project. Before 

you decide whether you would like to participate or not, it is important that you 

understand why the research is being undertaken and what it will involve. 

Please take the time to read the following information carefully. Please do not hesitate 

to contact us if you need clarification on any details or if you require additional 

information.  

 

WHO IS DOING THIS RESEARCH? 

This research study will be conducted by Linda Davey, who is a doctoral candidate 

from the Applied Theatre department at Griffith University. Linda Davey is an 

experienced theatre practitioner and registered clinical and forensic psychologist. She 

has worked with people in prisons and in the community for many years. Professor 

Michael Balfour, Chair in Applied Theatre at Griffith University, is the supervisor for 

this project. Professor Michael Balfour is internationally recognised for his work in 

applied theatre and particularly in theatre in prisons. 

 

BACKGROUND 

For many women who have been incarcerated, the process of reintegration is a 

challenging one. For some the challenges are so great that re-offending occurs 

resulting in further incarceration. Research tells us that staying away from crime is a 

mailto:linda.davey2@griffith.edu.au
mailto:m.balfour@griffith.edu.au
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process that involves both women who have been incarcerated and the community, 

however little work has been done to engage the community with reintegration issues. 

The purpose of this project is to understand how theatre might be used to assist 

women making this transition be better prepared for community living and also to see 

if theatre might be a useful tool in educating the community about issues regarding 

women and reintegration. 

 

WHAT PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY INVOLVES 

If you volunteer to be a part of this project you, we will ask you to do the following: 

1) We will ask you to take part in a theatre project about reintegration issues. 

This will involve a 3 - 4 month commitment.  

2) You do not need to have any prior experience of theatre to participate. 

3) The workshops will be held at the Helana Jones Correctional Centre and at Mt 

Gravatt Campus of Griffith University. 

4) You will be invited to become part of an ensemble that will be trained in 

theatre skills. Using theatre activities, the group will explore issues that are 

important to you as you face release and to devise and rehearse a narrative 

theatre work for performance.  

5) The workshop/rehearsals will be part –time to suit the operational needs of the 

Centre. It is estimated that at the least this will involve 3 half days per week 

with some pre-performance intensives. 

6) During this process you will be asked to participate in regular group 

discussions and reflections about the work. The study seeks to understand your 

experience both as an individual and as a group. These sessions may be audio 

or video recorded for research purposes only (i.e., not for public display). Any 

recordings will be destroyed after research use.  

7) During the study you will be asked to participate in 2 face-to-face interviews 

which will explore your experience of the theatre process and issues that are 

important to you as you face release. These interviews will be audio recorded 

for research purposes. 

8) You will be asked to participate in three or four performances for various 

groups. These audience groups will be sought during the study but it is 

anticipated that they will consist of family and friends, those who work with 

offenders and ex-offenders in the community and the general public. 

9) You will also be asked to participate in an informal post-performance 

discussion with the audience after each performance. There will also be an 

opportunity to mix informally with the audience after the performance.  

10) When attending the project sessions, you will be asked to comply with the 

group’s established rules and with QCS requirements.  

WHAT ARE THE COSTS INVOLVED? 

There are no costs associated with taking part in the ensemble or the research. 

 

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

We do not expect that you will experience any discomfort or inconvenience by 

participating in this project. Theatre activities are usually experienced as enjoyable, 
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and a safe way to explore personal experience. However if any discomfort occurs, you 

may wish to speak with someone about your experience. Linda Davey, the facilitator 

of the project is an experienced psychologist who will be available to speak with you 

if you are feeling any discomfort and can refer you to appropriate services if this is 

required.  

Participants should be aware that although the research report will be completely 

anonymous, participation in theatre performance is a public activity. As a part of the 

research project, participants are able to withdraw from the project at any time if they 

become uncomfortable with being identified in the performance. 

 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR SOCIETY 

Research indicates that participants in theatre activities such as this not only learn 

theatre skills, but also often gain confidence, communication and interpersonal skills, 

and self-expression. Often people who engage in creative activities feel a real sense of 

achievement. They also learn to work as a team.  

This project also provides participants with an opportunity to contribute to the broader 

community’s understanding of issues affecting women who have been incarcerated. It 

is hoped that this project can assist in engaging the community about issues of 

reintegration, promoting acceptance of people who have been incarcerated and their 

families. 

This research will provide new knowledge about the benefits of using applied theatre 

with women in custody and those facing release and community attitudes towards 

reintegration of women post release.  

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Any information provided will be treated as strictly confidential and no personal data 

will be released in connection with this project. The publication or reporting of results 

from this project will be in general terms and no individual will be identified. All data 

will be securely stored in a locked filing cabinet within Griffith University for a 

period of 5 years prior to it being destroyed.  

All information gathered by the researcher during the project remains confidential and 

secure except where: 

1. It is subpoenaed by a court, or 

2. Failure to disclose the information would place you or another person at 

serious and imminent risk; 

Or if disclosure is otherwise required or authorised by law. 

 

 

COMPLAINTS MECHANISM 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If participants have any concerns or 

complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project, please contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, 

Griffith University (Tel: 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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CONSENT FORM 

InsideOut Theatre Workshop: The Performing Desistance Study 

Please indicate with a tick if you agree with the following statments: 

 I have read the attached information sheet and the consent form.  

 

 I agree to participate in the research project named “InsideOut Theatre 

Project” and give consent freely.  

 

 I acknowledge that the project has been explained to me and any questions 

have been answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 I understand that the project will be carried out as described in the information 

sheet which I have a copy to keep.  

 

 I realise that participation is completely voluntary and no penalty or 

explanation need to be supplied for withdrawal from this project at any time.  

 

 All the data collected is for the purposes of this project and will remain 

confidential and be stored in a locked filing cabinet within Griffith University 

for a period of 5 years prior to it being destroyed. All published material from 

this project will only be released in general terms and no personal 

identification will be recognised in the final report.   

 

 I understand that data will consist of individual interview, applied theatre 

activities and  group discussions. 

 

 I understand that I will be interviewed about my experience of being involved 

in the project and also about my thoughts about issues of reintegration into the 

community. 

 

 I understand that other data will consist of applied theatre activities, 

observations and  group discussions and that these may be audio and video 

taped. I understand that this recorded material will only be used for research 

purposes and will not be released. 

 

 I understand that I will also be asked prior to the performance, to provide my 

separate consent for any photography of the final performance. I understand 

that no image of me will be used without QCS consent. 

 

 I understand that I am being asked to agree to participate in this 12 – 16 week 

theatre project which will involve part-time workshop and rehearsal sessions 

plus some pre-performance intensives. The sessions will be conducted by two 

applied theatre practitioners one of whom will be Linda Davey. These sessions 

will use a range of spontaneous and improvised drama practices leading to a 
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group devised performance piece which will be rehearsed and performed 

before a number of various audience groups.  

 

 I understand that in interest of the safety of all participants and facilitators, 

positive, respectful and cooperative group behaviour is required at all times.I 

understand that if I engage in disruptive or disrespectful behaviour to other 

group members or facilitators I will be asked to leave. 

 

 I understand that if I have any concerns regarding this project, I can contact 

the Chief Investigator, Prof Michael Balfour, or Griffith University Manager, 

Research Ethics.  

 

 

I …………...............................................(Name)  agree to be involved in this study as 

specified above.  

 

 

 

 

 

Signature      Date 

   

 

 

_____________________________   ______________________ 

Witness      Date 
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INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM – QCS STAFF 

 
 

INVESTIGATORS 

 

Linda Davey, School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt 

Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Mobile 0417 692065 Email: 

linda.davey2@griffith.edu.au  

 

Professor Michael Balfour, Chair, Applied Theatre, School of Education and 

Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, 

Australia. Phone +61 (07) 3735 5688 Mobile 0434 948126 Facsimile 07 3735 6868 

Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 

 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

InsideOut Theatre Workshop: The Performing Desistance Study 

You have been invited to be interviewed in relation to this research project. Before 

you decide whether you would like to participate or not, it is important that you 

understand why the research is being undertaken and what it will involve. 

Please take the time to read the following information carefully. Please do not hesitate 

to contact us if you need clarification on any details or if you require additional 

information.  

 

WHO IS DOING THIS RESEARCH? 

This research study will be conducted by Linda Davey, who is a doctoral candidate 

from the Applied Theatre department at Griffith University. Linda Davey is an 

experienced theatre practitioner and registered clinical and forensic psychologist. She 

has worked with people in prisons and in the community for many years. Professor 

Michael Balfour, Chair in Applied Theatre at Griffith University, is the supervisor for 

this project. Professor Michael Balfour is internationally recognised for his work in 

applied theatre and particularly in theatre with offenders. Associate Supervisor is 

Professor Andrew Day, a leading expert in the field of offender rehabilitation. 

 

BACKGROUND 

For many people who have been incarcerated, and especially for women, the process 

of moving towards reintegration into the community is a challenging one. Research 

tells us that women offenders have specific needs and yet there is still insufficient 

focus on the particular needs of women offenders in regards to rehabilitation and 

reintegration. Innovation is needed in this area to engage and equip women with the 

mailto:linda.davey2@griffith.edu.au
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necessary tools to assist reintegration. In addition, research tells us that community 

awareness and education of the needs of offenders as they reintegrate is necessary for 

successful desistance from crime. The purpose of this project is to understand how 

arts approaches might be used to assist women offenders as they move towards 

reintegration and also to see if theatre might be a useful tool in educating the 

community about issues regarding reintegration. A project addressing these needs has 

been devised for the purposes of this research. It involves a theatre project which 

consists of an 8 week (2 day per week) workshop leading to a devised performance, 

performed in the Helana Jones Centre and also at Griffith University to a pubic 

audience. 

 

WHAT PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY INVOLVES  

You have been asked to participate in an interview, which will explore your 

experience of the theatre performance and also of issues surrounding the rehabilitation 

and reintegration issues. This should take no longer than 30 minutes. All research 

approvals have been obtained for this research, including Griffith University ethics 

approval and QCS research and ethics approvals. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Any information provided will be treated as strictly confidential and no personal data 

will be released in connection with this project. The publication or reporting of results 

from this project will be in general terms and no individual will be identified. All data 

will be securely stored in a locked filing cabinet within Griffith University for a 

period of 5 years prior to it being destroyed.  

All information gathered by the researcher during the project remains confidential and 

secure except where: 

3. It is subpoenaed by a court, or 

4. Failure to disclose the information would place you or another person at 

serious and imminent risk; 

Or if disclosure is otherwise required or authorised by law. 

 

COMPLAINTS MECHANISM 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If participants have any concerns or 

complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project, please contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, 

Griffith University (Tel: 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 
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CONSENT FORM 

InsideOut Theatre Workshop: The Performing Desistance Study 

 

Please indicate with a tick if you agree with the following statments: 

 I have read the attached information sheet and the consent form.  

 

 I agree to be interviewed in relation to the research project named “Performing 

Desistance Project” and give consent freely.  

 

 I acknowledge that the project has been explained to me and any questions 

have been answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 I realise that participation is completely voluntary and no penalty or 

explanation need to be supplied for withdrawal from this project at any time.  

 

 I understand that if I have any concerns regarding this project, I can contact 

the Chief Investigator, Prof Michael Balfour, or Griffith University Manager, 

Research Ethics.  

 

 

I …………...............................................(Name)  agree to be involved in this study as 

specified above.  

 

 

 

 

 

Signature      Date 

   

 

 

_____________________________   ______________________ 

Witness      Date 
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CONSENT TO VIDEO AND RECORD 
 
I …………………………………………………………… am willing to be video recorded during 

the rehearsals and performances as a participant in the InsideOut Theatre 

Workshop: Performing Desistance study. 

 I understand that some rehearsals may be videoed. 

 I understand that the performance will be video recorded and am willing to be 

recorded. 

 I understand that I will be interviewed about my participation in this project 

and that this interview will be video recorded.  

 I understand that the purpose of this recording is to provide a record of these 

activities for research purposes. I also understand that the videoed material may 

be shown within academic, professional and training forums such as at 

conferences and in university lectures. I am willing that my image be shown for 

these purposes. 

 I am also willing for this material to be edited and a short sequence be shown 

to Queensland Correctional Services as part of a proposal for further film 

documentation of this project. 

 I understand that I may withdraw my consent to be filmed at any time. 

 

Signed__________________________________________________________ Date _____________________ 

 

Witnessed ____________________________________________________ Date ______________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

ALISON COTES’ REVIEW OF HER NAME IS ALICE 
 
THEATRE REVIEW: HER NAME IS ALICE, by the Inside Out Theatre Workshop 

By Alison Cotes, founding member of the Matildas Committee and Queensland 

theatre reviewer for The Daily Review, crikey.com 

 

 

“If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.” 

 

That’s one of the most profound statements that Lewis Carroll ever made.  It’s the 

basis of his two great nonsense novels, Alice in Wonderland and Alice through the 

Looking Glass, and it sums up his own strange personality – he was professor of 

mathematics as well as a fantasy writer. 

 

And those novels are the basis of this ground-breaking impressive piece of theatre, 

devised by women from the Helana Jones Centre in Brisbane and director Linda 

Davey. Because when you’re incarcerated, the world is indeed upside down and back 

to front, and when you first enter it, you struggle to make sense of it. 

 

So the Alice stories are the perfect metaphor for this sense of alienation, and through 

these images nine women tell their own tales so that we can come to some kind of 

understanding of what happens in their disorienting world. 

 

But it’s not just theatre-as-therapy, admirable as that may be.  This production is pure 

strong theatre, that would play well on any stage in the outside world.  It does what 

good theatre should do, forcing us to examine our own lives, recognise our own 

struggles, and realise that the human spirit is stronger than we thought. 

 

This group of women, most of whom have never been on stage before, are astonishing 

in their command of the space and the script.  I couldn’t believe that they were, in 

fact, first-time actors. After the first tentative two minutes, the tension was broken by 

the very clever trick of having all the actors start sweeping the stage around Alice, not 

looking at the audience but concentrating on what had to be done, without self-

consciousness.   

 

And then it all took off, and we were treated to the full gamut of emotions from 

hysterical laughter to deep silent tears.   There were brilliant performances – I can’t 

put a name to each of them, but they know who they who they are.  Some characters 

of course stand out, purely because of the place they have in the performance.  Alice 

is all women but distinctly herself, and she had the kind of stage presence that many 

professional actors would envy, gathering in the emotions of the audience into a 

powerful stillness. She is what T S Eliot called the still centre of this turning world, 

giving the disparate performances and actors a coherence that it otherwise would have 

lacked. 

 

There were some superb characterisations, like the Red Queen, whose ferocious cry of 

“off with her head” summed up the sometimes arbitrary system of justice that had put 
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some women here.  By mocking her attitude, she became less powerful and easier to 

deal with. 

 

I loved Crystal as the four-armed Caterpillar, who will surely turn into a butterfly 

after this; and the Mad Hatter as outrageous as his clothing.  By making the monsters 

loveable, the cast were able to disempower them and re-empower themselves, and I 

particularly liked the taming of the ferocious Jabberwock, who didn’t have to have his 

hideous head cut off, but turned out to be a fragile creature as much in need of love 

and understanding as anyone else. 

 

The seductive Cheshire Cat was another gem of a character, with her sexy costume 

and sly grin; and the antics of the Tea Party set the irrational rules that we have to live 

by in their proper context. 

 

I could go on and on about the delights of this performance and its deep philosophical 

undertones, and I was almost overwhelmed by the beauty of the voices and the depth 

of the final scene where all nine women identify themselves as Alice, as we all are – 

mother, wife, daughter, friend, lover, care-giver, sister and all those roles that women 

play.  This production proves yet again that sisterhood is indeed powerful, no matter 

where we are. 

 

So my hearty congratulations to all concerned.  It’s not often that a cynical world-

weary old theatre critic is brought to tears, nor moved to give a standing ovation, but 

you  brought it off.   

 

My only regret is that this production cannot be seen by a wider audience – especially 

by some of our law-makers and law-enforcers.  It’s a really heart-changing play that 

packs a powerful message. 
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APPENDIX D 

SCRIPTS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Home Again 



 308 

 
Clothes line hung across upstage. Sheet with painted  backdrop pegged up.  
 
OPENING 
Song: Home Again (Carole King) begins to play. 
 
Sometimes I wonder if I'm ever gonna make it home again 
It's so far and out of sight 
I really need someone to talk to 
And nobody else knows how to comfort me tonight 
Snow is cold, rain is wet 
Chills my soul right to the marrow 
I won't be happy till I see you alone again 
Till I'm home again and feeling right 
Snow is cold, rain is wet 
Chills my soul right to the marrow 
I won't be happy till I see you alone again 
Till I'm home again and feeling right 
Till I'm home again and feeling right 
I want to be home again and feeling right 
 

 As song plays each actor enters and walks to clothesline. 
-10’ Zoe  enters from 1 goes to clothes line R 
- 20’Ndidi enters from 2 goes to clothes line L 
- 35’ C enters from 3 goes to clothes line CR 
- 45’ D enters from 3 goes to clothes line CL 
- in instrumental Amy enters  

(music continues underneath) 
 
Amy:   We shall not cease from exploration  

And the end of all our exploring  
Will be to arrive where we first started 
And know the place for the first time. 
 

(fade Home Again bring up African Drumming – last 20’ of track only. Amy moves to 
clothesline.) 
 
NDIDI’S GAME 
(Ndidi dances to L Rostrum. Drumming ends.) 
 
Ndidi: recites Nigerian children’s rhyme. Then adds clapping and collects each cast 
member and places in ‘playing position’  – cast member starts to play  
(Immediately children’s laughter underneath, while actors play as children. Zoe plays 
with bear, Maxine & Rita engage in clapping game; Amy hopscotch, Ndidi sewing.  
Zoe starts ostinato; Ndidi joins in) 
 
All:  Rock-a-bye-baby  x 4 (then 2 continue as ostinato +) 

Rock-a-bye-baby on the tree top 
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When the wind blows the cradle will rock 
When the bow breaks the cradle will fall 
And down will come baby cradle and all. 

All:  Rock-a-bye-baby 
Woosh 
Rock Rock (repeat p < ff 4 times. Crescendo each time) 

 
Zoe:  And down will come baby cradle and all…  
(Bring up children’s laughter). Maxine & Rita to basket to get masks. Amy exits. 
 
 LEAVING HOME 
 (Children’s laughter fades) 
 Song: Turn Around ( ) begins to play 
Where are you going my litle one..little one 
Where are you going my baby ..my own 
Turn around and you're two 
Turn around and you're four 
Turn around and you're a young babe 
Going out of the door 
 
Where are you going my little one..little one 
Where are you going my baby..my own 
Turn around and you're six 
Turn around and you're eight 
Turn around and you're a young lass/lad 
going out of the gate 
 
Where are you going my little one...little one 
Where are you going my baby ...my own 
Turn around and you're young  
Turn around and you're grown 
Turn around and you're a young girl/man 
With babes of your own 

 
Ndidi sits on edge of R Rostrum. Slow motion dance. Grandmother (Ndidi) brushes 
child’s (Zoe’s) hair, two intruders dressed in suits enter. There is a tug-of-war. They 
takes child away. First intruder dumps child with 2nd intruder dressed in suit who 
spins her and takes teddy bear. Sends her spinning around to first suited person. Child 
exits while two figures create evil at the front.  Zoe returns and walks slowing to C. 
She is pregnant . 
 
 
WE WANT YOUR SOUL 
 
 (Zoe remains C. Others go to washing baskets and remove costume from previous 
scene. Start busily putting up washing which has sign painted on it: “Buy a better life 
from the comfort of your sofa”.  
Song Excerpt: We Want Your Soul track is playing.  
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Zoe stands with arms outstretched – crucifix. Two actors bring in labelled shopping 
bags and pile them on Zoe’s outstretched arms.  
 
Two actors:  We want your soul (repeated)  
 
Amy sings – sad clown-like version of “I want to be happy” (others change costume 
at clothes baskets during song) 
 
Amy: dressed as doll on a music box dnaces and sings: 

I want to be happy 
But I won't be happy 
Till I make you happy too. 
Life's really worth living 
When you are mirth giving 
Why can't I give some to you? 
When skies are gray 
And you say you are blue 
I'll send the sun smiling through 
I wanna be happy 
But I won't be happy 
Till I make you happy too. 

 
WHATEVER MAKES YOU HAPPY 
First clowns enters with fishing rod. Enters gingerly, looking around room. Hides. 
Second clown enters with fishing rod. Gingerly, looking around room. They back into 
each other and give each other a fright. They have signs on them: “Worthless the 
Clown” and “Useless the Clown”.  
 
Useless:   Hello  
 
Worthless:   Hello 
 
Useless:   Who are you? 
 
Worthless:   I’m worthless 
 
Useless:   Yes I can see that. But what’s your name? 
 
Worthless:   Worthless.  
 
Useless:   Have you always been Worthless? 
 
Worthless:   Well, I can’t remember being anything else.  

So, who are you? 
 
Useless:   I’m Useless. 
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Worthless:   Yes Yes but what’s your name? 
 
Useless:   Useless. My name is Useless. 
 
Worthless: (loudly up behing her)  

Hello Useless (Useless gets a fright. Plans her revenge.) 
 

Useless:   Hello Worthless. (Kicks her from behind. Then laughs) 
What are you here for? 
 

Worthless:   I’m here to catch a man (showing her fishing rod) 
 
Useless:   So am I! Maybe we can help each other!  
 
Worthless: looking sad  

But I’m Worthless 
 

Useless: also looking sad 
  And I’m Useless 

Worthless: pointing to the audience 
Maybe they could help us? 
 

Useless:   Let’s ask them. 
Clowns approach audience with their fishing rods  
 
Worthless and Useless: improvising to audience members  

We’re off to catch a man! Have you seen any men…single 
men...handsome single men? 

Two actors dressed as men saunter on. Audience points “there they are”. They turn 
around and spot the men who have wandered to C stage. Using their fishing rods 
they  ‘cast’ towards the men unsuccessfully a few times and turn to audience looking 
disappointed. 
Worthless:   What do we have to do to catch a man? 
 
Useless:   I have an idea.  
 
Useless whispers in Worthless’s ear. They drop rods. From props basket get out beer 
cans, and a big bottle of perfume.Spray themselves with perfume. Using beer cans 
they lure the men to each rostrum (a pedastal). Clowns retrieve big plastic hammer. 
Nail the men’s feet to the floor. Sit admiring at foot of the pedestal looking up at 
each man admiringly. 
 
The men yawn…the clowns look worried. Move to C to each other.  
Useless:   Oh no they’re getting bored! 
 
Worthless:   How will I keep him? 
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Useless:   How will I make him need me?  
Both (to audience):  

How will we keep them happy? 
(Music starts) 
Worthless:  I know! I have an idea! 
 
Useless:   What? Tell me! 
 
Worthless: to her man on the ‘pedestal’  

I’ll book you a holiday 
 

Useless: to her man I’ll buy you a new outfit 
 
Both move to C stage 
 
Both:    Whatever makes you happy 
They each have giant credit card and money props. Do large circuit flapping money 
and credit card around. Kisses credit card, wave money in air. Then back to their men. 
 
Worthless:   Don’t worry, leave the bills to me! 
 
Useless:   I’ll pay for your car rego 
both move to C stage 
 
Both:    Whatever makes you happy 
 
Do another large circuit flapping money and credit card around. Kisses credit card, 
throw money in air. Then back to their men 
 
Worthless:   I’ve got us season tickets 
 
Useless:   Just put it on my credit card 
 
Both:    Whatever makes you happy 
 
Do another large circuit flapping money and credit card around. Kisses credit card, 
throw money in air. Then back to their men 
 
Worthless:   Don’t worry. I’ll pay for it 
 
Useless:   Don’t stress yourself . I’ll find the money 
 
Both:    Whatever makes you happy. 
 
Enter policeman, takes credit card and money and handcuffs clowns and takes 
clowns away UC. Ndidi and Zoe go to washing baskets and take off men’s costume. 
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Start taking down the washing that says Get a Better Life from the comfort of your 
sofa and putting up general babies clothes etc.  
 
THE “PREPARING FOR PRISON” PUPPET SHOW  
 
3 sock puppets dance and mime “Nine to Five” by Dolly Parton. 
They exit. Male sock puppet enters. Man is yawning and watching TV. Woman sock 
puppet enters. 
Woman:  I’m getting sentenced in the morning.  
 
Man:   I know just let me finish watching this. Get me a beer will ya? 
 
W:   For goodness sake, pay attention! 
 
M:   Is this really important? It’s the semi-finals! 
 
W:  I’ve organised the rego, - hey pay attention will ya - put the phone 

accounts in your name, and organised your visit access forms. The 
bank accounts are organised, here is a list of bills and when they are 
due. I’ve frozen some meals for the first week, and the baby’s 
formula is made up.  

 
M:   Yeah. OK. No worries (yawns) 
 
W:  Remember, I’m being sentenced in the morning and while I’m away 

you are going to have to take care of the washing, the shopping, the 
cooking, the kids lunches, their homework, organising child care, 
and cleaning the toilet! 

 
M:   Yeah Ok. Don’t hassle me! How hard can it be?  
 
Actors emerge from behind the puppet theatre. and say “Yeah how hard can it be?” 
shrugging shoulders. 
 
SENTENCING AND PRISON  
Ndidi stands in spotlight.  
Voice:   I sentence you to separation from your children  
(Sound effect of prison doors closing)  
  (Excerpt from Einstein on the Beach by Philip Glass plays underneath). 
 
Ndidi enters holding a large red heart to her chest. 
 
Ndidi:  Once there was a mother elephant. One day she strayed from the 

herd of elephants. She was lost. Night came and she fell asleep. 
When she woke the floodwaters had surrounded her. In the distance 
she could hear the sound of her baby elephant who was being cared 
for by the herd.  
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Other actors enter. Each takes a red ribbon/streamer and unravels it across the 
stage. (music continues under poem) 
Voice 1:  My mother was put in prison when I was 2 months old. I cry for her 

to hold me.    
Voice 2:  My mother was put in prison when I was 3. I wave goodbye to her.  
Voice 3:  My mother was put in prison when I was 6. I can’t sleep. I have 

nightmares.  
Voice 4:  My mother was put in prison when I was 12. I’m scared. I get bullied. 
Voice 5:  My mother was put in prison when I was 16. I’m angry. I hate school. 
Voice 6:  My mother was put in prison when I was 24. I am a man but I still 

cry. 
 
Amy:  

Stands upstage C and recites Zoe’s poem.  
Babies cry 
And laughter dies 
The future could be bright tomorrow 
Fears are shown 
And changes made  
For Mum to rid her sorrow.  

 
TIME TO REFLECT 
(Philip Glass 1 music ends. Bring up Philip Glass 2 music. All actors put on white 
masks.) 
 
Dance/movement piece. Each actor moves robotically. Doing tasks in prison. Each 
pair moves around to calendar and crosses off days.  
Each actor has signs around their neck that tell their thoughts and fears about being 
released. 
 
HOME AGAIN –  
Each actor enters carrying her Me Box  as song is played.  
During instrumental break they speak to the audience: 
M:   My children are my priority now 
 
R:   I’m learning assertiveness 
 
N:   I won’t let the money push me any more 
 
Z:   I’ve found a new me. 
 
Amy: Enters holding white balloons emblazoned with the word HOPE and distributes 
to the other actors as she speaks: 

We shall not cease from exploration  
And the end of all our exploring  
Will be to arrive where we first started 
And know the place for the first time. 
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Each actor plays with balloons – first with each other then with the audience. 
All sing: 

I won't be happy till I see you alone again 
Till I'm home again and feeling right 
Till I'm home again and feeling right 
I want to be home again and feeling right 

 
CURTAIN CALL.  
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Her Name is Alice 
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Pink Floyd music track plays. 
Narrator sits on rostra block DSL writing in her journal as she speaks the lines. 
 
Narrator  The time has come 
  The walrus said 
  To talk of many things: 
 
  Of shoes- and ships- 
  And sealing wax- 
  Of cabbages and kings- 
 
  And why the sea is boiling hot- 
  And whether pigs have wings. 
 
Alice enters centre stage and sits down in CS.  
‘Her Name is Alice’ begins to play.  
 
Song Lyrics If I had a world of my own 
  Everything will be nonsense 
  Nothing will be what it is 
  Because everything will be what it isn't 
 
Throughout song women enter one at a time sweeping.  
During the chorus the women stop and face the audience to present cardboard faces 
stuck on their broom handle. The cardboard faces have two sides to them 
representing the inside and outside feelings/expressions the women experience. 
 
  I invite you to a world  
  Where there is no such thing as time 
  And every creature lends themselves 
  To change your state of mind  
  And the girl that chased the rabbit 
  Drank the wine and took the pill 
  Has locked herself in limbo  
  To see how it truly feels 
  To stand outside your virtue  
  No one can ever hurt you 
  Or so they say 
 
  Her name is Alice(Alice) (Stop and face audience presenting face) 

  She crawls into the window 
  Shapes in shadows, Alice(Alice) 
  And even though she's dreaming, she knows 
 
  Sometimes the curiosity 
  Can kill the soul but leave the pain 
  And every ounce of innocence 
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  Is left inside her brain 
  And through the looking glass 
  We see she's painfully returned 
  But now off with her head 
  I fear is everyone's concern 
  You see there's no real ending 
  It's only the beginning 
  Come out and play 
  Her name is Alice (Alice)  
  She crawls into the window 
  Shapes in shadows, Alice (Alice) 
  And even though she's dreaming 
  She's unlocked the meaning for you 
 
  This kingdom, good riddance 
  Good freedom, and innocence 
  Has brought this whole thing down 
 
 
Women continue sweeping but circle around Alice. As they move towards the front 
they each share a word with the audience their feelings. 
 
Christine  Isolation 
 
Judy  Fear 
 
Adrielle Heartache 
 
Tanya  Loneliness 
  
Luisa  Depression 
 
Kylie  Loss of identity 
 
Mel  Worthless 
 
Danielle Failure 
 

 Her name is Alice (Alice) 
  She crawls into the window 
  Shapes in shadows, Alice (Alice) 
  And even though she's dreaming 
  She's unlocked the meaning 
  She's unlocked the meaning for you 
 
Women exit leaving Alice in CS.  
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  In contrary wise, what it is it wouldn't be 
  And what it wouldn't be it would, you see 
 
Brea and Luisa sing ‘Girl in the Mirror’ as a duet DSR. As the song begins, two masked 
creatures appear from behind the looking glass. They come on stage clawing and 
sneaking scarily around Alice. 
 
Song Lyrics There’s a girl in the mirror 
  I wonder who she is   
  Sometimes I think I know her 
  Sometimes I really wish I did 
  There’s a story in her eyes 
  Lullabies and goodbyes 
  When she looking back at me 
  I can tell her heart is broken easily 
 
The two masked creatures come through the looking glass and move towards Alice. 
 
  Cos the girl in my mirror 
  Is crying tonight 
  And there's nothing I can tell her 
  To make her feel alright 
  Oh the girl in my mirror 
  Is falling through the air 
  And although she is falling she really doesn’t care... 
 
  If I could I would tell her 
  Not to be afraid 
  The pain that she's feeling 
  The sense of loneliness will fade 
  So dry your tears and rest assured 
  Love will find you like before 
  When she's looking back at me 
  I know nothing really works that easily... 
 
Alice doesn’t want to deal with the thoughts and pushes them away until they leave 
back through the looking glass. Alice sits huddled in CS. 
 
  Cos the girl in my mirror   
  Is crying tonight 
  And there's nothing I can tell her 
  To make her feel alright 
  Oh the girl in my mirror 
  Is falling through the air 
  And although she is falling she really doesn’t care... x2 
 
Brea and Luisa exit. 
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As the ticking music plays the White Rabbit runs across the stage. Alice is intrigued by 
the White Rabbit and slowly follows him. 
 
White Rabbit Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be late! 
 
White Rabbits exits. 
 
Alice  Curious… 
 
White Rabbit returns. 
 
White Rabbit Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be late! 
 
Alice  …And curiouser. 
 
White Rabbit exits then quickly returns. 
 
White Rabbit:  Oh dear! I am running so late! 
 
White Rabbit drops his scrarf and exits through the looking glass. Alice goes to it and 
slowly puts it on. As she wears the scarf the ‘White Rabbit’ music plays. Alice looks up 
the rabbit hole and speaks.  
 
Alice   Who am I then? Tell me that first, and then, 
  If I like being that person, I'll come up: if not, I'll stay down here 
  till I'm somebody else. 
 
Eat Me, Drink Me characters come on stage dancing in 60s hippie style. The 
Caterpillar is revealed USL smoking. Alice is drawn into the dancing. As each 
character dances Alice becomes more and more immersed in the atmosphere.  
 
Caterpillar Who are you?  
 
Eat/Drink Me (Who?) 
 
Alice  I — I hardly know, just at present — I’m feeling very strange.  
  Sometimes I’m big and sometimes I’m hardly there at all. 
  I can’t remember things as I used to, and I’m not myself for more than 
  10 minutes at a time. 
 
Caterpillar Who do you want to be? 
 
Eat/Drink Me Who? 
 
Alice  I don’t know. I just don’t like to feel this empty. 
 
Caterpillar Ahhh….curiosity hey. 
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Drink Me Takes the soul. 
 
Eat Me  And leaves the pain. 
 
Caterpillar Aren’t you happy now? 
 
Drink Me No innocence. 
 
Eat Me  How does it feel? 
 
Alice  Well I’d like to know my own mind if you don’t mind 
 
Caterpillar Why do you need a mind when you have plenty of time? 
 
Drink Me Locked in limbo… 
 
Eat Me  Shaped in shadows. 
 
Alice  But I’m not used to it. 
 
Caterpillar You’ll get used to it… in time.  
 
The curtain is drawn hiding the Caterpillar. 
‘Clock Tick’ music plays once again.  
The Eat Me, Drink Me characters exit the stage.  
The White Rabbit returns.  
There is a trumpet fanfare.  
 
White Rabbit The Queen! The Queen! 
 
The Queen enters from SR screaming and waving a scepter.  
 
Queen  Off with his head! Off with her head! Off with their heads!  
 
The Queen stops before Alice. 
 
Queen   WHO are YOU? 
 
Alice  I, I don’t really know just at present — at least I know who I was when 
  I got up this morning, but I think I must have changed several times 
  since then. 
 
Queen  What do you mean by that? Please explain! 
 
Alice  I can't explain myself, I'm afraid, ma’am, because I'm not mySELF, you 
  see. 
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Queen  No, I don't see. 
 
Alice  I'm afraid I can't put it more clearly. I can't understand it myself to 
  begin with; and being so many different people in one day is very  
  confusing. 
 
Queen  Idiot! Off with her head! 
 
White Rabbit Let the jury consider their verdict. 
 
Queen  No! No! Sentence first – verdict afterwards! Where’s the press!? etc 
 
‘Rip Her to Shreds’ plays.  
Three actors enter with newspapers with headlines – “No parole for people like that; 
Lock her up and throw away the key; The judge was too lenient; Public wants 
revenge; She doesn’t deserve to live; Not safe in our homes anymore”.  
Some performers have cameras and others have microphones with the faces of 
renowned media personalities in Australia interrogating Alice. 
 
Voices  (Whispered) Here she comes now!  
 
Song Lyrics Oh, you know her, would you look at that hair 
  Yeah, you know her, check out those shoes 
  She looks like she stepped out of the middle of somebody's blues 
   
  She looks like the Sunday comics 
  She thinks she's Brenda Starr 
  Her nose job is real atomic 
  All she needs is an old knife scar 
 
People lower newspapers and are interviewed by press. All sing. 
 
  Yeah, she's so dull, come on rip her to shreds 
  She's so dull, come on rip her to shreds 
 
Media and politicians surround Alice. 
 
  Oh, you know her, "Miss Groupie Supreme" 
  Yeah, you know her, "Vera Vogue" on parade 
  Red eye shadow! Green mascara! 
  Yuck! She's too much 
  
Media personalities/politicians face audience. 
  

She looks like she don't know better 
  A case of partial extreme 
  Dressed in a Robert Hall sweater 
  Acting like a soap opera queen 
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  Yeah, she's so dull, come on rip her to shreds 
  She's so dull, come on rip her to shreds 
 

Alice  If you please, your majesty? 
 
Queen  Hold your tongue! What’s done is done. Off with her head! 
 
Queen and White Rabbit exit through looking glass. 
Politicians and media personalities scream out at Alice as she stands in the middle. 
   

She got the nerve  
  To tell me she's not on it 
  But her expression is too serene 
  Yeah, she looks like she washes with Comet 
  Always looking to create a scene 
 
  Yeah, she's so dull, come on rip her to shreds 
  She's so dull, come on rip her to shreds 
  She's so dull. Rip her to shreds 

 
  They exit gradually. Heartbeat music. 

Narrator: The quality of mercy is not strained.  

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven  
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blessed:  
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.  
'Tis mightiest in the mightiest. It becomes  
The thronèd monarch better than his crown.  
His scepter shows the force of temporal power,  
The attribute to awe and majesty  
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings,  
But mercy is above this sceptered sway. 
It is enthronèd in the hearts of kings.  
It is an attribute to God himself.  
And earthly power doth then show likest God’s  
When mercy seasons justice. 

   

Sound of prison door closes. All enter and stand in designated places ‘OOOing’ the 
tune of ‘All Through the Night’. They then sing the song. 
 
Song Lyrics  Sleep, my child, and peace attend thee  
  All through the night  
  Guardian angels God will send thee  
  All through the night  
  All around me walls are creeping  
  Voices screaming no-one sleeping  
  And beyond our children weeping  
  All through the night  
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  While the moon her watch is keeping  
  All through the night  
  While the weary world is sleeping  
  All through the night 
  All around me walls are creeping  
  Voices screaming no-one sleeping  
  And beyond our children weeping  
  All through the night  

 
Performers continue OOOing the tune while they individually speak the following 
lines from Emily Dickinson poem “Will Really be a Morning?”.  
As each actor says their line they move their body into ‘waiting’ position. 
 
Voice 1 Will there really be a "Morning"?  
 
Voice 2 Is there such a thing as "Day"?  
 
Voice 3 & 4 Could I see it from the mountains  
  If I were as tall as they? 
 
Voice 5 Has it feet like Water lilies?  
 
Voice 6 Has it feathers like a Bird?  
 
Voice 7 & 8 Is it brought from famous countries  
  Of which I have never heard?  
 
Voice 9 Oh some Scholar!  
 
Voice 10 Oh some Sailor!  
 
Voice 11 Oh some Wise Men from the skies!  
 
Alice  Please to tell a little Pilgrim  
  Where the place called "Morning" lies! 
 
‘Clock Tick’ music plays.  
Women begin to enact choreographed strip search facing north, south, east and 
west. They move into a circle around Alice and each share an inner thought about 
how it felt to be in the Watch House on their first night of incarceration.  
 
Peata  I’m missing my loved ones. 
 
Maxine Who is watching on that camera? 
 
Penny Will my family still love me? 
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Maggie  Don’t let them see me cry. 
 
Sonja  Am I going to be safe? 
 
Crystal  Will I find comfort? 
 
Brea  I’m not an animal. 
 
Kath  What will happen to me? 
 
Jo  Those men can see everything. 
 
May  What will the other women be like? 
 
Alice stretches up in pathway light.  
Brea exit’s first and return on stage in neutral character placing a cardboard house 
over the sitting Alice.  
 
Clock Tick music continues. 
White Rabbit runs on stage and moves to DCS.  
 
White Rabbit 1…2…3…4 and on and on… 
 
White Rabbit exits.  
 
There is a door slam sound effect as the house is placed over Alice, her arms and legs 
protruding.  
 
Alice Oh this place is so small. How did I end up here? What happened to 

me? When I used to see places like this in the movies I thought this 
kind of thing never happened to real people. And now here I am. Oh 
you fool Alice!  

 
Alice begins to cry.  
 
Alice  I wish I didn’t cry so much! I’m drowning in my own tears! 
 
‘Heigh Ho, Heigh Ho, its off to work we go’ music plays. Tweedledum and Tweedledee 
appear behind the looking glass and start singing along to the music. They circle Alice 
and talk to her one by one. 
 
Tweedledee Why are you crying, Miss Alice? You know very well you’re not real. 
 
Alice  I am real! (crying more) 
 
Tweedledum You won’t make yourself any realer by crying, there’s nothing to cry 
  about.  
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Tweedledee If it was so, it might be; and if it were so, it would be; but as it isn't, it 
  ain't. That's logic.  
 
Alice  Well, if I wasn't real., I shouldn't be able to cry. I just don’t know what 
  to think anymore.  
 
Tweedledum Think? You need permission to think. 
 
 Both continue to rotate around Alice. 
 
Alice  May I have permission to think? 
 
Tweedledee (Looking at the form.) Permission to think? You need to think for  
  yourself young lady!  
Tweedledum You must follow the rules! The rule is, jam tomorrow and jam  
  yesterday-but never jam today.  
 
Alice  Well, it must come sometime to jam today. 
 
Tweedledee No, no. It's jam every other day. Today isn't any other day, you know. 
 
Alice  When can I get out of here? 
 
Tweedledum Oh, you’re not allowed out. You don’t even know who you are! You’re 

wishin’!  
 
Tweedledee  Still in there? Hurry up, out of there. Chop chop! 
 
Tweedledum Yes hurry up! Chop Chop! 
 
Tweedledee and Tweedledum exit singing. Jo and Brea lift the house off Alice and 
exit. 
 
Both  Hi Ho Hi Ho 
  Its home from work we go 
  Our job is done, We’ve confused everyone 
  Hi Ho Hi Ho Hi Ho… 
 
Alice  It would be so nice if something made sense for a change. 
 
Clock Tick music plays. 
White Rabbit runs on stage and moves to DCS.  
 
White Rabbit 5…6…7…8 and on and on… 
 
White Rabbit exits.  
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Actors carrying road signs enter the stage creating confusion.  
Music changes to ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ when Cheshire Cat slinks on and positions in 
front of mirror. Alice moves UR.  
    
Alice  Would you tell me, please, which way I should go from here? 
 
Cheshire Cat That depends on where you want to get to. 
 
Alice  I don't know where I want to get to yet. 
 
Cheshire Cat Then it doesn't much matter which way you go. 
 
Alice  ...So long as I get somewhere. 
 
Cheshire Cat Oh, you're sure to do that, if only you walk long enough. 
 
Alice  What sorts of people live around here? 
 
Cheshire Cat In that direction lives a Mad Hatter and over there a March Hare. Visit 
  either: they’re both mad.  
 
Alice  Oh I don’t want to be around mad people. 
 
Cheshire Cat Oh, you can’t help that. We’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad. 
 
Alice  How do you know I’m mad. 
 
Cheshire Cat You must be or you wouldn’t have come here.  
 
Clock Tick music plays. 
White Rabbit runs on stage and moves to DCS.  
 
White Rabbit 9…10…11…12 and on and on… 
 
White Rabbit exits.  
 
March Hare and Dormouse enter and place 4 chairs in position.  
Mad Hatter sings ‘Ain’t We Got Fun’. Sees Alice.  
 
Mad Hatter Who are you? 
 
Sings ‘Ukelele Lady’. Alice notices the tea party. 
 
Alice  Ah a tea party! 
 
March Hare No room 
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Dormouse No room 
 
Mad Hatter No room. 
 
Alice  There’s plenty of room. 
 
Mad Hatter No room for someone new. 
 
Dormouse:  Where’s the tea? 
 
March Hare Tea? 
 
All sing ‘I’m a Little Teapot’. 
 
All  I’m a little teapot 
 Short and Stout 
 Here is my handle  
 Here is my spout 
 When I get all steamed up then I shout! 
 Tip me over and pour me out. 
 
Dormouse:  Where’s the tea? 
 
March Hare (To Dormouse.) Tea? 
 
Alice  Yes please! 
 
Mad Hatter Everybody change places! 
 
Benny Hill Theme Song plays.  
Everyone runs around the table and sits in another seat. Alice watches curiously. 
 
Dormouse:  Where’s the milk? 
 
March Hare Milk? 
 
Alice  Yes please. 
 
Mad Hatter Everybody change places! 
 
Benny Hill Theme Song plays. Everyone runs around the table and sits in another 
seat. 
 
Dormouse:  Where’s the sugar? 
 
March Hare (offering it to each) Sugar? Sugar? 
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Alice  No thank you. 
 
March Hare There isn’t any! Stares aggressively at Alice. Puts sugar in her cup.  
 
Mad Hatter I say I say I say, Why is a raven like a writing desk? 
 
All  I don’t know. Why is a raven like a writing desk? 
 
Mad Hatter I haven’t the slightest idea.  
 
Everybody laughs hysterically. 
 
Alice  I think you might do something better with your time than wasting it 
  in asking riddles that have no answers. 
 
Mad Hatter Oh that doesn’t worry time. I know time! I’ve killed time.  
 
March Hare You do the crime you do the time.  
Dormouse You do the crime you do the time. 
 
Mad Hatter Here is a place. Like no place on earth. Here its always tea time. Some  
  say to survive it: you need to be as mad as a hatter. Which luckily… I 
  am! 
 
Mad Hatter begins to sing ‘Crazy’ while playing the ukulele. As the song plays, the 
Dormouse and March Hare dance and sing back-up vocals.  
 
Crazy, I'm crazy for feeling so lonely 
I'm crazy, crazy for feeling so blue 
I knew you'd love me as long as you wanted 
And then someday you'd leave me for somebody new 
 
Worry, why do I let myself worry? 
Wondering what in the world did I do? 
Crazy for thinking that my love could hold you 
I'm crazy for trying and crazy for crying 
 
And I'm crazy for loving you 
Crazy for thinking that my love could hold you 
I'm crazy for trying and crazy for crying 
And I'm crazy for loving you. 
 
As the song finishes, the March Hare, Mad Hatter and Dormouse exit the stage 
leaving Alice alone. They take the chairs with them. 
 
‘Speigel im Speigel - Arvo Part’ begins to play as The Narrator returns to the rostra 
block DSL and writes in journal again as Alice sleeps. 
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Narrator In a Wonderland they lie,  
  Dreaming as the days go by,  
  Dreaming as the summers die:  
 
  Ever drifting down the stream –  
  Lingering in the golden gleam –  
  Life, what is it but a dream. 
 
The White Rabbit enters the stage holding a hand mirror. Alice wakes up. She 
motions to Alice to come to her but Alice doesn’t move. The White Rabbit slowly 
places the mirror on the ground for Alice to pick up for herself. When Alice picks it up 
she cannot bring herself to look in it. The White Rabbit approaches Alice and helps 
her accept her reflection. White Rabbit then leads Alice to the Looking Glass where 
she hesitates but gradually stands in front of it to see herself. The White Rabbitt 
disappears into the Looking Glass. The Jabberwocky appears and Alice is scared, but 
holds her ground and they mirror each other before the Jabberwocky steps out of the 
Looking Glass. They begin to dance.  
 
Performers backstage whisper the following poem. Recorded. 
 
Group 1 'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves  
 
Group 2 Did gyre and gimble in the wabe; 
 
Group 3 All mimsy were the borogoves, 
 
Group 4 And the mome raths outgrabe. 
 
All  Beware the Jabberwock. 
 
Jabberwocky exits the stage through the looking glass. The Narrator enters and starts 
speaking Maggie’s poem: 
 
Narrator The mirror can sometimes be painful to face 
   and for me this has certainly been the case. 
   
  Sometimes my choices have not been wise 
  When you live without looking you believe your own lies. 
 
  My identity blurred in this mirror of mine: 
  To see my true self, this has taken some time. 
 
  My loved ones I’ve hurt - I can’t change the past 
  One day at a time, make amends that will last. 
 
  The looking glass beckons, it’s not time for tears. 
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  To reflect in the mirror is to face my own fears. 
   
  One by one, step by step, I will conquer them all 
  And with head held high I’ll be walking tall. 
   
  My journey’s been painful, and oh so long, 
  But the lessons I’ve learned are making me strong. 
   
  So please do not shame, nor show pity for me 
  For it’s the truths that I’m facing that will set me free!    
 
Actors come on one by one. Stand in a V formation. Each introduces self as Alice with 
a sentence about who they are in the real world.  
 
Maxine My name is Alice in the real world, I’m a mother.  
 
Penny My name is Alice in the real world, I’m a wife. 
 
Sonja  My name is Alice in the real world, I’m a daughter. 
 
Brea  My name is Alice and in the real world, I’m a workmate. 
 
Kath  My name is Alice and in the real world, I’m an aunty. 
 
Jo  My name is Alice and in the real world, I’m a neighbour. 
Crystal  My name is Alice and in the real world, I’m a sister. 
 
Maggie  My name is Alice and in the real world, I’m a Grandmother. 
 
May My name is Alice and in the real world, I’m a friend. 
 
Peata My Name is Alice and in the Real world…(then In Samoan – 

Translated).  I’m loved by my girlfriend, parents, sister, brothers and 
my whole family.  

 
 
CURTAIN CALL 



 332 

APPENDIX E 

PRODUCTION IMAGES – HOME AGAIN 
 
 

See separate file. Attached.  
These images are strictly for examination, research and training purposes 

only.  
Not for public distribution. 
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PRODUCTION IMAGES - HER NAME IS ALICE 
 
 

See separate file. Attached.  
These images are strictly for examination, research and training purposes 

only.  
Not for public distribution. 
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APPENDIX F 

BEHIND THE WALL 
 
 
Behind the Wall was a film trailer produced during the final stage of Project One 
Home Again with permission from QCS. Julian Pennisi – producer.  
 

See separate file. Attached.  
These images are strictly for examination, research and training purposes 

only.  
Not for public distribution. 

 




