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Can you imagine a pri s on as a place

wh ere people are cre a tively bro u gh t

together instead of isolated from society?

A place wh ere soc i a l , econ omic and rac i a l

bo u n d a ries are blu rred inste ad of em ph a s i zed ?

A place wh ere people are em powered inste ad

of d i s en f ra n ch i s ed? A place wh ere dign i ty and

human ri ghts are uph eld inste ad of systematically

violated? Paul Heritage can.

For the past five years Heritage has been using

t h e a ter to tra n s form Brazilian pri s ons into

spaces where the injustice of social exclusion is

openly discussed and, if only for a brief moment,

transcended. Heritage began the conference by

describing the paradox that all prisons entail:

“Th ey are meant to be a place wh ere the law is

most ri goro u s ly en forced , yet impri s on m en t

can situ a te people out s i de the pro tecti on of t h e

l aw.” P l aced beyond the realm of s ocial scruti ny,

prisoners are subject to the most shocking forms

of a bu s e . Human ri ghts vi o l a ti ons re ach

“unimaginable and often unrecorded levels” in

the prison systems of all major Brazilian cities.

“The physical walls that divide the prison from

the rest of society are not the only boundaries

that separate those within from those without,”

Heritage said. The prison population in Brazil,

as in the rest of the world, clearly responds to a

s et of s oc i a l , econ omic and racial factors .

According to figures he provided, the majority of

those incarcerated in Brazil are young black men

between the ages of 15 and 29. In São Paulo, for

example, where 70 percent of the population is

white, the incarceration rate per 100,000 is 76.8

for wh i tes and 280.5 for bl ack s . In a scen a ri o

wh ere social exclu s i on is rei n forced by pen a l

policy and the prison system, what does theater

have to offer?

Th e a ter bri n gs toget h er worlds that are

o t h erwise ad a m a n t ly kept apart . It en ga ge s

prisoners with guards, prison authorities with

public opinion and society as a whole, in an

intense dialogue about each side’s grievances

and ri gh t s . It cre a tes an imagi n a ry scen a ri o

where equality offers real possibilities for new

civic relationships to develop. In Heritage’s own

words, “making theater in prisons is a means of

staging impossible encounters. As one prisoner

reaches across to touch another, you know that a

contact is being made that only happens because

of this activity we call theater, and it is in direct

contradiction to the ways in which people are

meant to relate within that space.”

“S t a ging Human Ri gh t s ,” Heri t a ge’s pri s on

theater project, began in 2001 with the p u rpo s e

of training pri s on staff in the use of perform a n ce -

based games as a method to raise debates about

human rights issues. Workshops were designed

to inform and empower those who compose

prison communities, both guards and prisoners.

At the end of e ach work s h op, p a rti c i p a n t s

produced their o wn Declarations of Human

Rights, putting the language and power of rights

in the hands of those direct ly affected . Ra t h er

than imposing abstract legal doctrine from

a bove , this was a bo t tom-up process that was

born out of pri s on re a l i ty itsel f . Working wi t h

pri s on guards was espec i a lly sign i f i c a n t ,

according to Heritage, as they tended to regard

human rights as an obstacle to their work.

The guard s’ re acti on to human ri ghts as

something that exists to protect criminals was so
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s trong that it shaped the current form of

the proj ect . Gu a rds play a crucial role in

successfully building a culture of rights within

pri s on s . Th ey are direct ly in con t act wi t h

prisoners and serve as intermediaries between

those incarcera ted and high er aut h ori ti e s .

Fu rt h erm ore , Heri t a ge ex p l a i n ed that pri s on

guards are angry because society discriminates

against them for where they work. Today, the

project is being implemented in six states across

Brazil and is exclusively focused on w orking

with guards.

Heri t a ge voi ced a cautious op i n i on as to

the su cce s s , limits and po s s i bi l i ties of t h e

proj ect . The qu a n ti t a tive dimen s i on is rel a-

tively easy to measu re : “h ow many work-

s h ops ru n , h ow many pri s on ers atten ded ,

h ow many con doms distri buted , h ow many

human ri ghts decl a ra ti ons wri t ten .” The problem

is eva lu a ting the qu a l i t a tive impact of t h e

work s h op s . Do they tru ly help fo s ter a cultu re

of human rights within prisons, and if so, how?

According to the re sults of an eva lu a ti on

carried out by the Department of Preventive

Medicine at the Un ivers i ty of São Pa u l o,

“t h ere was a significant ch a n ge in the level of

knowledge and attitudes concerning AIDS by

those who parti c i p a ted in the progra m , and all

obj ectives were ach i eved .” Heri t a ge was less

opti m i s tic and ex pre s s ed a more balanced

pers pective stating he was well aw a re that

“prison systems do not change for the good as a

result of a drama program.” His modesty should

not ob s c u re the import a n ce of the proj ect . It is

u n i que because Heri t a ge is en ga ging with a

population that society has always turned its

back on. Crime, violence and prisons are at the

core of human rights, and they speak to the

degree in wh i ch ju s ti ce is uph eld in any

com mu n i ty. “S t a ging Human Ri gh t s” opens a

s p ace that most want to keep locked up. If on ly

for this re a s on, Heritage’s work is an invaluable

contribution to achieving a more just society.
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Conditions in this
Brazilian prison cell
are so crowded that
inmates have rigged
three layers of
hammocks and must
take turns sleeping
and squatting in the
cell.


