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Journeys 

Community theatre from Australia to Chile: this is a 

journey I began in the 1970s, parallel to my political 

activism. Storming out of the theatres, into the streets 

a nd community spaces, driven by a commitment to 

the social change reverberating through Australian 

society at the time, the Australian community theatre 

movement was akin to and inspired by the popular 

theatre movements of Asia and Latin America. It was 

born as resistance and it sought radical change. 

A persistent, obstinate hope for a more just and equitable 

world has remained at the heart of my practice ever 

since. In the 1980s, I participated in the Chile Solidarity 

Committee in Brisbane, going to Chile for the first 

time in 1990 and moving there in 1999. I took my bag 

of community theatre skills and I have refashioned 

my practice to Chile's particularities: working in the 

poblac1ones(marginalised urban periphery), in schools 

and streets, with women and the issue of gender 

violence, and in the Colina 1 men's prison. 

In late 2001, my theatre company Teatro Pasmi first 

entered the Colina 1 men's prison on the rural outskirts 

of Santiago, with the idea of doing theatre. We did not 

try to fit into the prison arts program; we simply started 

going every week, supporting the prisoners' theatre 

group that had been working autonomously for four 

years. We founded two new theatre groups in Colina 

l in 2002 and 2005, cal led Fenix & llus1ones (Phoenix

and Illusions); a collaboration was born and the Colina

1 prison theatre experience hasn't stopped since.

Teatro Pasmi directed the groups up until 2011 and 

in 2012 a new journey began: Colectivo Sustenro 

(Sustain Collective) was founded from a fusion of ex

Teatro Pasmi and ex-Fenix & Ilusiones members on 

parole. At present, Colectivo Sustento has 5 actiw 

workers (including myself) with varying levels oftime 

commitment and a number of supporters. The Colina I 
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prison theatre experience immediately became an integral 

part of Colectivo Sustento's work. Outside the prison we 

focus on developing our economic sustainability through 

urban organic gardening as well as running theatre and 

gardening workshops in poblac1onesand with young people. 

In post-dictatorship Chile, there is little or no funding 

for this work; it is precarious economically, but there is a 

ground swell of enthusiasm and belief in the possibility of 

social change. For me, it is like passing through the eye of 
1970s Australia again. An optimistic belief in the power 

of people, individually and collectively, was formed early 

in my work. Over time, this vague optimism has become 

more refined and more critical; it is clear to me now that we 

are resisting the scourge of neoliberalism. With my allies 

in Fenix & llus1ones and Colectivo Sustento, we search for 

concrete, practical ways to resist, using theatre as a pretext. 

_.\n emotive moment on the tour, at the SENAME Centre 
in San Bernardo 
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I work with an eclectic theatre methodology that 
is constantly changing and developing. Based on 
democratic and active participation, rooted in continuity 
and collective agency, it has led us to work directly with 
young offenders during 2014. This work is the starting 
point of reflection for this article. The experiences I 
refer to are the result of many people working together, 
some for short periods, some for many years; I have 
had the privilege to be there through all these years, 
for that reason assuming the responsibility to write 
about it. I have also seen that there is very little written 
in English about community theatre work in Latin 
America, particularly in Chile. I hope others may 
find connections and radical hope from our successes, 
failures, energy and constant challenges. 

Speaking to the past: The 'modecate' tour 

After two pilot experiences in 2013, we began to 
coordinate with the Juvenile Justice section of the 
Servicio Nacional de Menores (National Minors' 
Service - SEN AME), to tour to three Santiago Juvenile 
Detention Centres (JDC). Between Colectivo Sustento 

and Fenix & flusiones, we designed the tour to make 
the most of the contact with the young people: there 
would be seven centre visits, one each week, each visit 
involving a maximum of30 kids; the four hours of each 
visit were planned with the idea of building the trust 
which �ould allow the final conversation (the listening 
circle as it came to be known) to be as real and deep 
as possible. The men from Fenix & flusiones would 
be speaking to their past, so they would need to direct 
the event. They wanted to get a simple message across: 
''don't come here (to prison}': The "Modecate: Creating 

social awareness' tour took place between June and 
August 2014. 

Our first objective in designing the activities was to 
break down the "barretid', the rules of Chilean prison 
culture, myths that dictatei 

• "choros' (real criminals) don't make fools of
themselves;

• they don't make mistakes;
• they don't cry;
• only idiots prefer a normal job to criminal

activity; etc.

The young male offenders in the JDC are steeped in 
the "barretfd' and if we were to have any impact, the 

"barretf1i' needed to be shattered. Our play "Modecate' 

was the perfect initial weapon for this. 

"Modecate' is a group-devised satire about social 
control, created by Fenix & flusiones and Colectivo 

Sustento in 2012. Modecate is an injectable drug for 
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the treatment and maintenance of schizophrenic patients 
and those with paranoid psychoses, making patients docile 
and manageable, totally controlled. The play is set in a 
mental institution where the inmates' level of humanity 
and solidarity is set against the indifference, abuse and 
paternalism of the asylum's therapist. The central message 
has to do with human relations in a controlled society, with 
the final monologue being delivered by a patient who only 
makes unintelligible sounds during the whole play. Here is 
some of that monologue: 

"I stopped speaking because my throat was full of too 

much pain. 

But who cares about that? 

I could be talking about injustice in the world, but 

what for if no-one's listening? 

I'm not intelligent, I'm not a good person, I have 

nothing, but I know what's going to happen. 

This is going to finish and we won't see each other 

again, and everything will go back to normal 

You'll go home, go to bed and tomorrow you won't 

remember anything. 

And I'll be left with this huge pain in my throat. 

Will anyone have heard what wc1s said here? 

Will anything be different afterwards? 

Whc1t happens after the lights go out c1nd the applause 

stops, w1Jl depend on you. 

So that when someone speaks, someone also listens ... 

really listens. " 

Using the metaphor of madness, it is the inmates of a 
psychiatric hospital who give the audience a message about 
the need to humanise relationships between people, the 
need to break from the 'imperial' system: ''don't believe 

everything thc1t seems normal, stop believing everything 

you see on the telly, believe in your neighbours, read a book, 
nde a bike, the only way to understand everything that'.,

happening is to go crazy''. The characterisations are comic 
and exaggerated; the actors make fools of themselves and 
so, with the performance of" Modecate', the first "barret!Ji' 

barrier with the young audience was fractured. 

After the performance, the performers served the audience 
a snack and sat down to talk informally with them in 
small groups, creating connections. Then, in a planned but 
apparently spontaneous manner, one of the men asks another: 

"Hey, why don't we play that game?' And so, we launch into 
a series of theatre games: introduction games, trust games, 
ending up with a quick soccer game with an imaginary ball. 
The kids really got into the games, sometimes they made 
mistakes, but so did the men and even the centre workers; 
we all laughed, another myth was demolished. 
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"The listening circle" at the SEN AME Centre in San Bernardo 

Then we sat in a circle, the listening circle; the 
conversation started. The men had discussed the line 
they were going to take: "you kjds can do what you want 
with your lives, but ifyou contJnuethc way you'reg01ng 

and you end up 1n prison, tl11s 1s what w11I happen .... " And 
they talked of the harsh reality of life in adult prisons: 
brutal violence and constant humiliation, long sentences, 
frustration and anger and the ever-present risk of death. 

"Do you love your Mum, your famjly, your gklfriend? 

You'll Jose all that. "Different men spoke at each visit; 
it was not planned, it happened. The men didn't present 
themselves as victims, but rather as people who had lost 
more than they had gained; every one of them had been 
through JDC. In several of the sessions, a number of the 
boys ended up crying. We truly touched a nerve, and the 
JDC workers were taken aback. 

The impact worked both ways. In our evaluation session, 
one of the Femx & Jlusiones men said: "t/Je dark 

experjence we have /jved was converted into something 
powerful and positive, which jn turn mode me reahse 

the huge responsibifjty of what we are d01ng; I cannot 

defraud t/Je boys or what I sajd to them''. We promised 
we would return. Making this return happen is a work 
in progress; SENAME is excruciatingly slow in finding 
funds. We remain determined, so we are running a 
crowdfunding campaign in Australia, Europe and the 
USA to at least run garden workshops in two JDCs in 
the meantime. 

Working directly with young offenders is the most 
recent step in the organic development of the Co/Jna I 

prison theatre experience, yet it feels more like a huge 
stride, full of determination, power, love and hope. It 
has a brutal logic in the context of social change. It is 
the margin speaking to the margin, the men speaking 
to their past, it is dialogue: the learnings flow back and 
forth across the listening circle. lt is detailed, reflective 
and assertive. It has the baggage of twelve years of doing 
what we believe needs to be done, within the particular 
context of Chile. 

One half of Chile 

Broadly viewed, this is a time of resistance regarding 
social justice around the world: neoliberal economics 
are clearly being exposed as contrary to human 
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development and environmental sustainability; the 
political and social culture is embedded in financial rather 
than human imperatives. Chile is no exception to the world 
trend; in fact, it is the country where neoliberalism was 
brutally forged: Milton Friedman and the young Chilean 
economists, known as the Chicago Boys, were given 
free rein to implement policies right from the start of the 
repressive Chilean dictatorship in 1973. Without dissent, 
everything ran so 'smoothly'. The even greater crime is 
that "democratic" governments since 1990 have reinforced 
these savage policies, with the result that Chile is a society 
that has been "rjpped in twd' (Mayol, 2012:72). 

Despite having the resources ( "OECD Secretadat 

ca/culatjons (2012} suggest t/Jat t/Je cozmtry would have 

to invest Jess than 1% of GDP to Jiff all households above 

t/Je current national poverty /Jne'), government social 
expenditure is very low; neoliberal policies has led_to the 
privatisation of basic services, resulting in many families 
living a precarious existence from day-to-day. It is not 
surprising to read that only a small percentage of Chileans 
express high trust in their fellow citizens. In a highly 
privatised and competitive environment, one of the major 
casualties is solidarity. 

In order to survive and to fulfil the media-created aspiration 
to consumer-based happiness, Chileans turn to credit cards 
and loans which are easily available, with scandalously 
high levels of interest: "Household indebtedness. .. has 

almost doubled over the last ten years, reaching 70% of 

dJsposable income 1n 20J0"(OECD, ·2012:13). A better life 
is economically unattainable for most, creating tensions 
and depression in many people's lives, particularly those 
who live in the poblaciones. Typically, the issues pile up: 
an illness can destroy a family's economic situation; the 
majority opt to pay for semi-privatised education which is 
very costly; average wages are low and the working week 
is long, so that many parents are completely consumed 
by work, leaving children in the care of extended family 
members, or left to fend for themselves. Public education 
has been impoverished through the municipalisation and 
privatisation of education and critical thinking is absent 
in the curriculum. In the poblaciones, there is a high rate 
of school truancy, teenage pregnancy, drug and alcohol 
addiction, as well as increasing child prostitution. Under 
the dictatorship, constant and violent repression destroyed 
community organisation and this has still not recovered. 

Vol. 12, No. 4, Iss. 48 



High material aspirations juxtaposed with the reality of 
1 i fe in the poblacionesleads many people to seek economic 

· mobility at the edge of legality, through informal and
black market labour and business or directly through
criminal activity, prostitution and/or drug trafficking.
Many young people see these life choices as an almost
heroic response to the brutal systemic violence they live
in. Criminals and prisoners are seen as life models to
aspire to.

On the other hand, since the huge national student 
protests of 2011 that had schools and universities closed 
and occupied for 9 months, there has been an upsurge 
in social movements that have forced the returning 
Bachelet government to respond to a wide range of social 
justice demands; it is clear to many that the country is 
agonising under neoliberalism. Responses so far from 

, the government, nearly 9 months into their 4 year term, 
have been tentative and partial, but several years ago, the 
idea itself of reform seemed inconceivable. The leaders 
of the new social movements are young, products of the 
students' movements and this is providing an alternative 
role model for some young people. 

The "idea" of resistance to the system resides in both 
role model options; the latter represents a proposal for 
change which has attracted heavy repression by police 
forces, protesting being criminalised under the previous 
goyernment. On the other hand, instead of the resistance 
it is touted to be, the first option can be seen to be 
playing into the systemic game. With the passing of the 
Adolescent Penal Law in 2007, more and more young 

people (overwhelmingly boys) who play into this game 
are being sanctioned and incarcerated with the resultant 
social control through the cycle of imprisonment. Many 
families in the poblaciones live their lives tied to this 
cycle, supporting family members as they go in and out 
of prison. 

We work and live in one half of Chile, where the prison 
is very present in people's lives. The fatal cycle of 
imprisonment concerns Fenix & llusiones; they identify 
with it and, together with Colectivo Sustento, we believe 
that it is something we can help to change. The "Modecate" 
tour was born from that desire. 

The Prison: limitations and freedom 

Chile has one of the highest prison population rates in 
South America (International Centre for Prison Studies, 
2013). It is a glaring fact for anyone working in the 
Chilean prison system that almost 100% of the prison 
population comes from the poblaciones, indeed, it would 
be very rare to find a rich person in jail, simply because 
they can afford to hire private lawyers to get them out. 
The Colina 1 prison is referred to as "the beach': it is one 
of the better of Chile's 100 prisons, with a high school 
and some grass and trees. The men there are serving 
long sentences (on average 10-15 years). It is near the 
foothills of the Andes mountains and extremely cold in 
winter and, although overcrowded, it is not the worst in 
the country. Nevertheless, in 2012 a month-long hunger 
strike in Colina I drew attention to the abuses, violence 
and negligence that occurs there. 

Modecate at the 28th International Community Theatre Festival ENTEPOLA, January 2014 

Vol. 12, No. 4, Iss. 48 New Community 2014 37 



After 12 years, the "FenJx &llusiones"theatre experience 
is an established and, to a certain extent, respected 
part of the Colina l prison landscape; it is viewed 
positively at a distance by the Regional and National 
Directorates of Gendarmeria (Chile's Prison Service), 
who have been essential in facilitating our more than 50 
performances outside the Colina l prison (24 of these 
in public spaces such as festivals, schools, universities, 
etc.). But perhaps the best support the prison authorities 
have given us is their indifference. This may seem an 
unlikely positive, but the limited interest shown in our 
work by the professional staff and guards at the Colina 1 
prison has allowed us a certain autonomy "in the room" 

(the workshop space). This does not mean to say that 
development has been easy or even straightforward; 
limitations and failures abound. 

Inside the prison, limitations are a constant, because 
Gendarmeria completely controls the prisoners' lives: 
we are reliant on the guards to open the gates, to let us in 
and to allow the guys to pass into the area where we do 
our workshops. We are reliant on the professionals (social 
workers, psychologists and occupational therapists) who 
are in charge of the actor-prisoners' cases and try to 
maintain a positive dialogue with them. We are reliant 
on the decision of the Colina l Governor (who lasts on 
average 12 months) if we want to perform outside the 
prison, or hold a performance in the prison, or bring 
others into the prison to work or exchange with the guys. 
We are reliant on Gendarmeria's security transport team 
to arrive on time when we do performances outside 
the prison. It would be nai"ve not to recognise that the 
prison as an institution, apart from being used as social 
control, is also rife with abuse of power, negligence and 
violence. When you are sentenced to prison in Chile, you 
lose much more than your right to freely walk the streets. 
Frustration, depression, sickness and resentment affect 
prisoners and prison workers alike, but it is the prisoners 
who are most affected, especially if they cannot find a 
"freedom of spirit': 

We are not affected by changing policies in Chilean 
government arts funding, simply because we have never 
received any of it. In the prison, although we have been 
partially funded by Gendarmeria, within their Art
Educator Program, we took the decision to work over 
and above the program's limited 2 hours a week. In 2002, 
soon after my colleague from Teatro Pasmi and I began 
supporting the theatre rehearsals every Saturday in the 
Colina J prison, we made the commitment to go either 
with or without funding, because we felt the work was 
important. I remember this being a liberating decision 
and the benefits have been enormous, particularly 
for the development of trust with the participants 
and commitment independent of paid contracts. The 
liberation - both forced and deliberate - from grant 
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addiction has stimulated artistic and collective development 
but it has also created financial instability, which we are 
attempting to overcome with Colectivo Sustento's broad 
strategies for self-sustainability. 

Recently, during the "Modecate' tour, there were 
unexpected repercussions for the prisoner actors of Fenix 
& Ilusiones as well. The seven-week tour caused clashes 
with the institution's formal reintegration program. The 
men requested their courses be rescheduled and, as a result, 
some received a negative backlash from professionals 
running the program. Some men were informed that their 
parole process would be delayed because they had missed 
classes. For prison professionals, the fact that the men had 
been protagonists in a pro-social activity did not count as 
a positive towards reintegration into society. We spent a lot 
of time reflecting on this unexpected negative and, despite 
feeling deeply offended and frustrated by the backlash, 
the men did not at any point want to abort the tour; on the 
contrary, it increased their commitment. 

We are autonomous "in the room"while being controlled 
outside it, a semi-autonomy which gives us the freedom to 
organically develop the work in the direction we want and 
need it to go. Putting our ideas and plans into practice is 
where the hard work and strategies begin and it is where the 
limitations begin to constrain, but up till now that has not 
been a sufficient reason to desist. 

Are we persistent, or are we just plain stubborn? I don't 
have the answer for all my colleagues, but I think back 
over the years and I am certain that if we had opted not to 
follow up so many possibilities that have organically arisen 
from the work, we would not have developed as far as we 
have. We believe in the profound nature of this work and 
we work to expand the freedom so we can do what needs to 
be done. This essence is eloquently expressed by the men 
from Fenix & Ilusiones: "/ tried many times to identify the 

moment I was living, the moment of freedom that theatr,e 

represented for me. Over time I realised that theatre was 

my small space of freedom." 

Continuity: the never-ending process 

Continuity is the heartbeat of our work and the key to 
our organic development. The clearest example of the 
continuity is ColectivoSustentoitself, which is intrinsically 
related to and a consequence of the long-term work with 
FenJx & llusiones. With continuity, we have developed a 
methodology of constant ongoing reflection and praxis and 
this, in turn, drives our decisions. When we began, we had 
no idea where the work would go. Ideas such as flexibility 
in responding to crises, identifying opportunities, keeping 
the mood constructive and 'a provocation of dze possible' 

have directed the experience. An atmosphere of excitement, 
joy and hope is essential. 
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Continuity has its pitfalls of 
course: economic sustainability, 
personal frustration and burnout. 
The work is all-consuming, 
inspiring and energetic. Over 
ti me, as the scope of the theatre 
experience in the Colina I prison 
has broadened - performances, 
tours and conferences outside the 
prison, visits and collaborations 
with local and international 
theatre workers, the entrance 
of recording, photographic 
and audio-visual equipment -

Power and energy. Backstage before the ENTEPOLA performance 

operative tensions increase. To get things done that 
are perceived to be outside the bureaucratic limits of 
Gendarmeria is to throw yourself into an inevitable 

, tension with them; we are to a certain extent over
extending our welcome. While I/we do this willingly 
because we believe that more can always be done to 
enrich the experience and all strategies are discussed 
by the group, it would be irresponsible not to recognise 
that it is also exhausting. In many cases, it has had 
positive results, but not always. Not everyone has 
been able to sustain the work and their personal lives, 
particularly outside the prison where neoliberalism 
is felt more keenly. This is a collective and reflective, 
never-ending process towards increasing the concrete 
possibilities of being active agents for social change. 

The challenge against the system is (..) raised 

through the proposal of forms of action which are 

highly self-reflective ... , regardless of its outcome, 

of the lacerations and exhaustion that it may 

sustain, this model opens a symbolic space that in 

itself is a cultural alternative. (Melucci, 1996:331) 

The symbolic space of freedom in the prison is exactly 
where the core spirit of the work resides. And this core 
spirit is imbued with a powerful dose of agency. 

Agency: looking further than yourself 

The notion of increased agency, where the individual 
is a critical, autonomous and pro-active member of 
society, working with like-minded others to create new 
alternatives on a local level, represents a real socio
political option for those who believe in social justice. 
In my experience, theatre provides a vehicle for this 
option, by not only provoking reflection and debate, 
but also by the potential of its collective and embodied 
praxis. 

Over the years, Fenix & flusioneshas developed agency 
in many areas: within the prison they have autonomously 
created and/or organised a myriad of cultural events; 
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they have hosted conferences and performances of their 
own shows and outside groups inside the Colina I prison; 
they have performed their shows about social issues to 
a wide variety of audiences in other prisons as well as 
outside the prison; they have spoken in conferences about 
their work; and, now they are throwing all their energy 
towards the direct work with young offenders. 

Colectivo Sustento is another branch of this agency; 
independent of the limitations of prison life, we are 
exploring new alternatives: self-generated sustainability 
through permaculture and barter networks; collaborations 
with like-minded organisations; autonomy combined with 
some government funding; and theatre and arts work for 
social justice. 

To speak of agency places us squarely within action itself 
and not necessarily within the context of any particular 
political system, but rather in the context of a capacity 
that recognises that the state of being active is connected 
to exerting power. That is, in order to exert power, or 

to have agency, one needs to be active. This may seem 
obvious, but for many people in Chile, powerlessness is 
the norm and the simple act of being active for change 
is either not considered at all, or is still associated with 
personal danger (for older generations) or for some, seen as 
impossible (particularly in prison). One of the commonest 
expressions you hear in Chile is '�s lo que hay'; literally 
meaning "that's the way it is'; a sad, resigned conformity 
to the status quo. 

We see the reality like this: some things are in our hands 
and some are not. We live with limitations, as well as the 
broader system limiting us, as explained earlier. These are 
the two part-questions we ask ourselves constantly: what 

c,m or what can't we affect? We are constantly dealing 
with the frustrations of the second half-question, while 
focusing on developing ideas and strategies in response 
to the first. 

The "Modecate" tour is a clear example of agency: without 
continuity and persistence, it may never have happened. 
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The patients revolt. Modecate at the SEN AME Centre in San Joaquin 

We have been dreaming this idea since 2005, when 

Fenix & Ilusiones performed at a high school where 

students received them like rock stars, the men being 

seen as life models to aspire to. One of the actors gave 

a speech at the end of the show where he told the kids 

not to waste their education: "we are not heroes'; he 

said very clearly. The kids were open-mouthed and we 

became aware of the impact the guys from Fenix & 

Ilus1onescould have with that cohort. 

It took eight years to be able to repeat the experience 

and nine years to get to the "Modec,1trJ' tour. But we 

believed it needed to be done. 

Spirit of resistance ... 

It is not easy to allow things to happen; it is far too 

intangible for today and counter-intuitive to what 

neoliberalism values: tangible product and measurable 

outcomes. It is not easy to live through the hitches, 

failures and mistakes and still keep hope alive. It's not 

easy to work collectively. But celebrating the successes 

can feed the spirit of resistance. 

Funders of all ilk (public and private) require 

product, the photo opportunity, the ticked boxes, the 

evaluation sheets filled-in and analysed. Community 

development projects often focus on individual change 

while not contemplating social change. If we want 

funds, we have to comply with these administrative 

and structural requisites, even though we know they 

do not represent what the project really means to us, 

or where it needs to go. Yet, there are other options: 
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alternative economies, self-generated initiatives, complex 

and diversified sustainability, group decision-making and 

control. It takes longer and it's more unstable, but it can 

work. I'm not saying ditch the grants, but I am as½:ing: 

when do we do whc1t needs to be done? 

Paulo Freire's ideas inspire us: when we have a critical 

understanding of the world we live in, and the historical and 

socio-political forces that have shaped it, then we can begin 

to problematise what needs to be done and collectively 

dream and strategise ideas for change, whether we work 

or live in a poblc1c1on, a prison, a school or any community. 

Over the past 12 years we have lived the constant cycle 

of action-reflection-action, we have 'organically identified 

what needs to be done, we do it, we evaluate it, and identify 

what needs to be done next. We are intensely aware of the 

limitations and intensely hopeful about the possibilities. 

And on we go .... 
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