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Abstract 

Erin Power 

Performing neoliberalism: stories of care, conformity and resistance within contemporary prison 
theatre 

A thesis submitted to Edge Hill University in partial fulfilment of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

This thesis presents a critical exploration of the impact of neoliberal discourses and policies 

upon the organisation and experience of theatre practice within prisons in England and 

Wales. It was undertaken in order to bridge the gap between sociological knowledge 

around the impacts of neoliberalism and performance literature on the value and purpose 

of prison theatre and to situate prison theatre within the current socio-political context.  

This study aimed to develop an understanding of the influence of neoliberalism upon 

experiences of developing, delivering, and participating in theatre practice in prisons and to 

identify the ways in which neoliberal discourses and policy have informed prisoners’ and 

practitioners’ understandings, practices, and performances of care. A narrative approach 

was used to develop an understanding of the shifting landscape of theatre practice in prisons 

and the ways in which participants’ sense-making practices around this. Narrative interviews 

were undertaken with six prison theatre company directors, five freelance prison theatre 

facilitators and seven former prisoners, and a narrative analysis was used alongside artistic 

inquiry to understand their stories. 

The study uncovered a sense of precarity and unpredictability within prison which can be 

understood as a ‘carceral volatility’ that both produces and is produced by relational 

precarity. The mechanisms by which neoliberal governmentality permeates and shapes 

every aspect of prison theatre, most notably the cultivation of a relational precarity and the 

co-option of prison theatre into a tool to perform a spectacle which reproduces dominant 

social narratives are presented in this thesis, alongside key methods found of resisting 

these impacts such as cultivating connection and considering aesthetics. This thesis also 

offers a methodological contribution through the presentation of poetry to offer affective 

senses of both prison, and prison theatre.  

Key words: prison, theatre, neoliberalism, precarity, care, resistance, narrative methods, 

artistic inquiry 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

This study examines the impact of neoliberal discourses and policies upon the organisation 

of theatre practice within prisons in England and Wales. Within this study, I use narrative 

interviews with prison theatre company directors, freelance prison theatre facilitators and 

former prisoners to develop an understanding of the shifting landscape of theatre practice 

in prisons. I explore neoliberalism’s influence upon participants’ experiences of prison 

theatre practice, in order to examine the process of developing, delivering and participating 

in prison theatre practice within the context of societal understandings of what might make 

prison theatre valuable. Using Thompson’s (2015) proposal for embedding care into theatre 

practice, I explore the practical and emotional experience of performing and receiving care 

within a prison theatre context. 

Where I offer a critique of the delivery of prison theatre practice under neoliberalism in this 

study, I aim to offer insight into the processes through which neoliberal subjectivities shape 

participants perspectives around, delivery of and engagement in prison theatre. It is my hope 

that through this thesis I present a call for action for critical and careful thought in the 

delivery of theatre practice, as well as a celebration of the radical potential of prison theatre 

to care, create and offer experiences of joy, humanity and expression in a system which limits 

opportunities for these. While I hope that this thesis does not celebrate the existence of 

prisons, it does adopt a realistic stance with regards to their ongoing operational realities. 

Rather than reimagining the prison system as a whole, this piece envisages a reconstitution 

of prison theatre’s role and its potential to implement care into a largely uncaring prison 

system. 

1.1 Research Questions  

The research questions in this study are: 

• How might we understand the influence of neoliberalism upon experiences of 

developing, delivering, and participating in theatre practice in prisons? 

•In what ways have neoliberal discourses and policies informed prisoners’ and 

practitioners’ understandings, practices, and performances of care?  

• How can this knowledge help to inform policy and shape critical theatre practice in 

prisons?  
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1.2 Motivations for Study  

This project was borne from my own experience as a prison theatre facilitator. My exposure 

to prison theatre has been varied: I trained with Company 4 (see Appendix A for details of 

each company mentioned within this thesis) during my undergraduate degree,  and since 

completing an MA in applied theatre, have worked for companies 3, 5 (as both a student 

placement and paid freelancer), 6, and 7. Through this plurality of perspectives, I came to 

understand that issue-based prison theatre projects (practice which tackles specific 

rehabilitative and behavioural issues within the criminal justice system), were far more 

regularly delivered in prisons than practice which delivered ‘arts for art’s sake’ (see section 

1.4 for further explanation of the key differences between these practices).  This led me to 

reflect upon the extant socio-political forces that may contribute to the prison systems’ 

preference for one over the other. Like many socially engaged theatre practitioners, for me 

‘performance and politics have always been intertwined’ (Lucas 2021, 130), especially 

performance which takes place on such an overtly political stage. 

I began examining the ways in which political forces shape prison theatre in my MA 

dissertation (Power 2016), which explored the impacts of austerity on prison theatre. In 

2016, during a talk on his paper Towards an Aesthetics of Care (2015), Thompson suggested 

that performances of care could be understood in juxtaposition to a neoliberal austerity. To 

me, this idea, situated within the traditionally uncaring prison establishment, provided an 

opportunity for an exploration of the ways that neoliberalism’s influence upon prison theatre 

can inform its potential to facilitate the delivery and receipt of care within prisons. This thesis 

therefore understands care as shaped by the neoliberal forces that it resists.  

The following sections of this chapter will introduce both prisons and theatre practice, 

offering context, language and key shifts that are foundational to the rest of this thesis. These 

include background to the contemporary prison, to theatre practice within prisons and to 

significant historical moments which have affected prison theatre. 

1.3 Prison 

In the UK, prisons are divided by region, gender, age, and categorisation of crime (gov.uk). 

This research will focus on prisons in England and Wales only, as Scottish and Northern Irish 

prisons are controlled by country-specific prison services with differing policies and 

structures. Within England and Wales, prisons are split up into three estates: adult male, 

female and youth estate. The adult male estate is categorised into A, B, C and D category 

prisons. Category A prisons hold those deemed the most serious or dangerous offenders and 
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implement stringent security policies. Category D prisons hold prisoners deemed the lowest 

risk (due to the nature of their crime, the length of time they have served and/or their 

compliance with the prison regime) and are run as open prisons in which some prisoners can 

work or visit family in the community. Within the women’s estate, prisons are not 

categorised due to the small numbers of female prisoners. Women make up less than 5% of 

prisoners (HMPPS 2019), meaning that it would be difficult to fill categorised prisons, 

especially category A prisons. Young Offenders’ Institutes (YOIs) that house under-18s also 

adhere to different policies and systems of categorisation to the adult estate.  This study 

contains narratives from adult male former prisoners only. While some participants were 

imprisoned within the youth estate, the theatre practice they refer to all takes place within 

the adult estate. The gender of the former prisoner participants was informed by issues with 

recruiting female former prisoners, due to the small number of female prisoners, rather than 

by design. 

In England and Wales, the prison population has risen by 70% in the last 30 years (Ministry 

of Justice 2020a), with no commensurate increase in crime rates. Over two thirds of the 

prisons in England and Wales were overcrowded at the end of 2020 (Ministry of Justice 

2020b), with this figure remaining broadly similar for 16 years (ibid). While the USA’s 

incarceration rate (per 100,000 of the national population) is 450% higher than that of 

England and Wales (Walmsley 2018), the imprisonment and overcrowding rate in England 

and Wales suggests an ideological and cultural closeness to the US in comparison with other 

Western European countries (Christie 2000). This is particularly relevant in the context of 

both countries’ (US and UK) simultaneous adoption and implementation of neoliberal 

practices and policies. A cultural and ideological closeness can also be seen in a ‘generalised 

sense of insecurity (which finds its roots in structural and cultural developments in capitalist 

societies)’, which has arguably ‘helped to fuel public demand for harsher punishments’ (Jones 

& Newburn 2002, 175) and in a move towards privatisation, or the ‘commodification of crime 

control in capitalist societies’ (ibid) that can be seen in prisons in England and Wales.  

The privatisation of prisons has been a controversial and widely discussed issue within the 

contemporary prison sector. In 2018 19% of prisoners in England and Wales were held in 

private establishments the highest rate in Western Europe (Prison Reform Trust 2018). As of 

2020, this figure stood at 18% (Ministry of Justice 2020c). The private prison estate has been 

widely criticised for experiencing issues around control and security due to low wages 

attracting inexperienced staff (The Guardian 2019). HMP Birmingham, for example, the first 

prison to be privatised in 2011, was removed from the control of private company G4S in 
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2018 due to dangerous living conditions and high levels of violence and is now run as part of 

the public system (Ministry of Justice 2018). Alongside establishments run by private 

companies, privatisation has involved the outsourcing of services within prisons, including 

education, family support and parts of healthcare.  

In prisons in England and Wales marginalised people, including people of colour (Ministry of 

Justice 2020a), people experiencing mental health issues (Ministry of Justice 2012a), people 

with limited education (Ministry of Justice 2012b), and people who lived within the care 

system as children (Ministry of Justice 2012c), are overrepresented in relation to the general 

population. Walsh argues that ‘prison populations tell important stories about who is 

criminalised and why’ (2019, 38). From these demographics, we can begin to understand the 

ways in which structural inequalities may interact with imprisonment and gain some context 

to some of the challenges that participants in prison theatre may face.  

In current media, there is much mention of a ‘crisis’ in prisons (The Independent 2018, The 

Guardian 2021). This is usually taken to refer to squalid living conditions and increased 

incidents of violence with rates of assaults at a record high (Ministry of Justice 2020d). While 

the term ‘crisis’ is contentious due to prisons in England and Wales arguably having never 

been fit for purpose, it is widely accepted that they are currently in a dangerous and critical 

state. In my MA dissertation (Power 2016) I interviewed theatre practitioners working in 

prisons about their experiences and identified that this ‘crisis’ impacted their work both 

practically and ideologically. I found that projects became shorter due to the potential of 

lockdowns (circumstances including major security breaches, staff shortages and violent 

incidents, which require all prisoners to be locked in their cells) and the ‘shipping out’ 

(sending to another prison) of prisoners throughout the duration of the project. Practitioners 

also noted that the number of participants attending sessions under the influence of 

psychoactive substances had increased, and that the content of their work had shifted in 

order for it to line up with prison priorities, which included reducing violence, drug use and 

reoffending. 

 

Within the adult prison estate, theatre practice is run as part of the regime, meaning that 

projects are run as part of ‘core day’ (usually split into one morning and one afternoon 

session Monday - Friday) alongside education and work programmes that prisoners can apply 

for or be assigned to participate in. The majority of prison theatre is delivered across 

Category B and C adult male prisons. This is due in part to the aforementioned restrictions 

placed on YOIs and the comparatively small number of women’s prisons. Moreover, access 
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to Category A and D prisons may present significant challenges. Where heightened security 

restrictions in Category A prisons may make it difficult for practitioners to access the site, 

prisoners in Category D institutions may regularly be unavailable due to being released on 

temporary licences1 in order to work in the community or visit family.  Despite these 

challenges, most of the practitioners interviewed have worked across the prison estate, 

while former prisoners interviewed have experience of prisons across different adult male 

categories. Reference will thus be made to a variety of prisons during this study.  

1.4 Prison Theatre 

While literature around prison theatre may be relatively contemporary, prison theatre is not 

a new discipline. One of the earliest documented examples of theatre in a prison setting can 

be found in a performance of the play ‘The Recruiting Officer’ by George Farquhar in 1789 by 

British convicts on an Australian colony (McAvinchey 2011). Neither is the practice unique to 

the UK. Theatre in prisons is an international discipline, practised by companies such as 

Shakespeare Behind Bars in the USA, Nanzikambe Arts in Malawi, and Campahgnia della 

Fortezza in Italy. Yet, despite a volatile prison estate, the UK plays a significant role in 

contributing to the volume and diversity of theatre practice in prisons. In Theatre & Prison 

McAvinchey notes a rise in the popularity of prison theatre in the UK over the last 30 years 

(2011).  

 

While there is no official professional body for prison theatre practice and practitioners, 

many of the arts organisations included in this study are members of the National Criminal 

Justice Arts Alliance (NCJAA). The NCJAA is a ‘a national collective that believes in, and 

promotes, the positive impact of the arts in criminal justice settings’ (National Criminal Justice 

Arts Alliance 2021a). Their key aims are: 

 

‘Promoting arts organisations via our website, conferences and providing networking 

opportunities; building the evidence base with our online Evidence Library, research and 

events; supporting and informing policy through regular meetings, consultations and 

developing relationships with key influencers; practice development via mentoring, 

conferences and sharing good practice case studies; developing audiences through events, 

social media and working with national and sector press.’ (ibid) 

 
1 Release on temporary licence, or ‘ROTL’ is intended to facilitate rehabilitation by allowing eligible prisoners ‘to 

be released temporarily into the community for specific purposes such as to engage in employment, to maintain 

family ties or to receive medical treatment’ (UK Parliament 2019) 
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The NCJAA is an active organisation which many of the research participants included in this 

study had engaged with in some manner. Throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, they have 

provided regular online ‘meet-ups’ for members and developed a guide for prison staff 

entitled ‘Creativity in a restricted regime: Enabling creativity for wellbeing and a continuing 

rehabilitative culture in criminal justice settings during Covid-19 and beyond’ (National 

Criminal Justice Arts Alliance 2021b). Much of the NCJAA’s research and evaluative work is 

concerned with making arguments for the efficacy and value of arts in prisons. 

There is significant debate and discussion around the value and aims of prison theatre. As 

identified in section 1.2, these can broadly be understood as forming a spectrum, with 

theatre as a rehabilitative tool at one pole and ‘arts for art’s sake’ at the other. Along this 

spectrum also lies ‘radical’ theatre, projects which are usually driven by political impetus or 

an explicit alignment with social justice-based value systems, often include multiple art 

forms, and aim to disrupt dominant social discourses. As this thesis demonstrates, this 

spectrum is nuanced, complex and intertwined, particularly within a contemporary socio-

political landscape where even the ‘purest’ arts-based practice must prove some sort of 

neoliberal efficacy. As Keehan notes, regardless of the types of practice delivered by theatre 

companies, ‘a repeated theme in the discourse on theatre practice in prisons over the last 20 

years can be summarised as follows: theatre and drama projects have a positive effect on 

those incarcerated and may contribute towards rehabilitation’ (2015, 391). This study 

includes examples of practice from each polarity, and points in between, of the ‘spectrum’. 

1.5 Contemporary Shifts Impacting Prison Theatre 

Key changes affecting the implementation of theatre practice in prisons include the 

introduction of purposeful activity, the public acceptability test, benchmarking processes 

and the introduction of the Dynamic Purchasing System. Details of each change is outlined 

below: 

1.5.1. Public Acceptability Test   

The public acceptability test was a Prison Service Instruction2 implemented by Jack Straw, 

the justice secretary at the time, as a reaction to a newspaper headline which asked, ‘Are 

you having a laugh?!’ This arose in response to a comedy course run as part of a collection 

of arts provisions in HMP Whitemoor (Cox & Gelsthorpe 2012).  The exposing of these sorts 

 
2  Prison Service Instructions as government issued policies which contain a number of rules, regulations and 

guidelines by which prisons are run (Prison Reform Trust 2021) 
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of arts provisions to ‘criminals’ provoked much public and political outrage and, therefore, 

this instruction was evolved from a narrative that prisons were ‘not for fun’ (ibid, 258). It 

required any ‘recreational, social, or educational activity’ (HM Prison Service 2009) to be 

deemed acceptable to the ‘public’, an intangible and indescribable group of people. Though 

known as ‘the public acceptability test’, this instruction does not contain specific guidelines 

around what is ‘publicly acceptable’ nor, as is outlined in section 6.2.1, does it provide an 

actual test. As will be explored in section 6.2.1, the determination of what is ‘publicly 

acceptable’ was left to the discretion of senior leadership teams within prisons and impacted 

upon the delivery of prison theatre in terms of quantity and content, as well as public 

discourses around arts in prisons.  

1.5.2 Benchmarking  

Benchmarking was introduced into prisons in 2015 in order to reduce public expenditure as 

part of the programme of austerity. It made several modifications to the running of prisons, 

including changes to the core day; increased opportunity for ‘purposeful activity’3; less time 

for structured association; fewer layers of management, and prisons operating with smaller 

staff numbers (House of Commons Justice Committee 2015). Benchmarking implemented a 

set of standards that prisons were required to meet, fostering competition between 

establishments by measuring them against one another, with the stated aim of increasing 

efficiency and minimising spending. This led to a reduction in spending (including on staffing 

numbers), more restrictive regimes in many institutions and a decrease in feelings of safety 

across the prison estate (Crowhurst & Harwich 2016). The subsequent 26% reduction in 

frontline staff between 2011 and 2017, alongside a replacement of experienced prison 

employees with an often younger and less experienced workforce (Ministry of Justice 

2019b), was identified as significantly impacting prison theatre in terms of a reduction in on-

site support received by practitioners. These changes were also identified as negatively 

affecting upon the wellbeing of participants in prison theatre, as is further outlined and 

explored in Chapter 4, Carceral Volatility. 

1.5.3 Dynamic Purchasing System  

The Dynamic Purchasing System (DPS) is an online tendering process which was 

implemented in 2018 as a route for outside organisations to secure service provision 

 
3 Purposeful activity is defined as a work, education or enrichment programme which meets one of the 

following aims: ‘The punishment of offenders; Reducing crime; The reform and rehabilitation of offenders; The 
protection of the public; The making of reparation by offenders to persons affected by their offences’ (Ministry 
of Justice, 2015:3) 
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contracts in prisons. My 2016 masters study identified that there were two main funding 

streams for prison theatre: charity funding and contracts with prisons (Power 2016). Within 

a context of austerity, charity funding for arts practice has significantly reduced and become 

increasingly competitive (Harvie 2013) and prison theatre practitioners have, in many cases, 

become increasingly reliant on contracts with prison establishments. The implementation of 

the DPS has shifted the process of gaining funding from negotiations with individual prisons 

to a centralised hub where organisations bid to deliver advertised projects. This has caused 

an increased marketisation4 of prison theatre, in terms of the ways in which practitioners 

must package their work so they can successfully tender, as well as breakdowns in 

communications between theatre organisations and prison establishments, as will be 

explored in section 5.4.2. 

1.6 Terminology and Other Considerations 

As this study engages with ideas and literature from multiple academic fields, I endeavour to 

define discipline specific terminology as it appears. The terminology detailed below is that 

which appears throughout this thesis and has been selected for both practical and ethical 

reasons, rather than being technical, discipline specific words or phrases. They include the 

use of the term ‘former prisoner’ and my choice of language around theatre practice. 

Former Prisoner 

While the term ‘offender’ is common within discourses around imprisoned people, within 

this thesis, I instead use the term ‘prisoners’ to refer to people in prison. For a study which 

focuses upon peoples’ experience of imprisonment this term feels more factually accurate, 

as it refers to the fact that the individuals were incarcerated in a prison in England and/or 

Wales, rather than making moral judgements related to their criminal activity. While I try to 

use ‘person’, or ‘participant’ where possible, the terms prisoner, and former prisoner are 

used as descriptors intended to delineate between participant groups, and to provide clarity 

when I am presenting a number of narratives from a variety of participant groups. 

Prison Theatre and Socially Engaged Arts 

Within performance studies, theatre practice in prisons can often be described as ‘applied 

theatre’, an umbrella term for a number of social or community-based arts practices, 

including theatre ‘for’ a community, theatre ‘with’ a community and theatre ‘by’ a 

community (Prenki & Preston 2009, 10). Applied theatre may be understood as ‘forms of 

 
4 Defined by Albertson and Fox as ‘the out-sourcing of the delivery of social goods to the para-state sector, the 

sector of the economy in which private corporations are publicly funded’ (2019, 29) 
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dramatic activity that primarily exist outside conventional mainstream theatre institutions 

and which are specifically intended to benefit individuals, communities and societies’ 

(Nicholson 2005, 2). While a popular term, within this thesis I do not use the phrase applied 

theatre, in order to reflect the language used by the participants in this study. While many 

practitioners, particularly those who had studies applied theatre at university, use the term, 

others would not identify their practice as ‘applied’, and none of the former prisoners in this 

study had come across the phrase applied theatre. In this thesis, I use the term ‘prison 

theatre’ to encompass a wide range of theatre practice within prisons. When referring to 

what could be understood as applied theatre practice outside of prison settings, I used 

‘socially engaged theatre/arts’ to denote practice which takes place outside of traditional 

theatre settings, that engages with the social or political context in which it takes place. I 

exclude dramatherapy from my definition of both socially engaged arts and prison theatre. 

While prison theatre may, arguably, have some therapeutic impact, the two practices differ 

both in terms of the training of the practitioners and in the clinical intention of dramatherapy 

as a discipline.  

1.7 Structure of Thesis  

This thesis is structured as follows: 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

This chapter provides context to the study, and presents an overview of the contemporary 

prison, and contemporary prison theatre practice. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter organises and reviews the aspects of neoliberalism most relevant to the 

research topic, linking literature from a variety of fields to provide theoretical foundation for 

this study.  

 

Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

This chapter provides an account of my research journey and offers a rationale for the 

decisions made in the collection and analysis of data. The chapter outlines the theoretical 

underpinning of the study, my own positionality within the study, the methods used in data 

collection and analysis and ethical considerations in the design and undertaking of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Findings: Carceral Volatility 

This chapter demonstrates how I used artistic inquiry to access an affective sense of prison 

life and conceptualises these findings as ‘carceral volatility’. 

Chapter 5: Findings: Precarity 

This chapter presents the finding that a social and economic landscape of precarity has 

significant detrimental impacts upon the delivery and experience of prison theatre and the 

emotional lives of those who deliver and participate in prison theatre. It discusses these 

impacts in relation to criminological, psychosocial and cultural policy literature. 

Chapter 6: Findings: Varnish 

This chapter presents the finding that theatre practice can act as a varnish to distract from 

or ‘paint over’ structural issues within prison, and discusses this in relation to ideas of 

spectacle (Debord 2014), McDonaldisation (Ritzer 1991), and performing reform (Thompson 

2004). 

Chapter 7: Findings: Resistance 

This chapter documents stories and methods of resisting the more harmful aspects of 

neoliberal found within an analysis of the narratives, and discusses this in relation to 

concepts of resistance found within penology and performance studies. 

Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion 

This chapter summarises the key findings from this study and discusses them in relation to 

published literature. It offers policy and practice recommendations for prisons, theatre 

companies and theatre practitioners, as well as identifying limitations and areas for future 

research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction  

While there is a wide breadth of literature related to the research topic, covering areas such 

as neoliberalism, socially engaged arts practice, austerity and psychosocial studies, this 

review aims to develop links between literatures from a variety of fields to offer a theoretical 

foundation for this study.  

Given the expansive range of literature pertaining to the research topic, and in keeping with 

this study’s methodological approach, this literature review adopts a narrative approach. A 

narrative review allows for the identification of key themes in texts and an exploration of 

links and connections between them (Baumester & Leary 1997), creating a ‘mosaic’ of 

studies that ‘focus on different parts of a single picture’ (Hammersley 2001, 548). Greenhalgh 

et al define a narrative review as ‘a scholarly summary along with interpretation and critique’ 

(2018, 2), and state that the purpose of a narrative literature is to deepen understanding. 

This approach aims to draw together significant literature to provide this study with a 

theoretical underpinning that will allow a detailed understanding of the extant literature 

and, subsequently, the research participants’ narratives. 

Areas of background reading related to this review include neoliberalism and health, 

neoliberalism and justice and neoliberalism and culture. Within these domains were 

numerous subtopics including neoliberalism and public health, neoliberalism and physical 

health and neoliberalism and public services.  My reading allowed me to then focus on 

aspects of neoliberalism most salient to my area of study. These included neoliberalism and 

arts, governmentality and the psychosocial impacts of neoliberalism. Each of these topics 

consists of a wide range of literature from diverse fields including theatre studies, geography, 

sociology and criminology. 

Initial reading was identified through online free text searches (Booth et al 2012), 

predominantly Google Scholar and Discover More, to identify key publications from journals 

including Theoretical Criminology, Critical Social Policy and Arts & Health. Keywords for 

searches included ‘prison theatre’, ‘neoliberalism and prison’, ‘embodied neoliberalism’, 

‘neoliberalism and arts’ and variants on these. Papers were scanned for suitability which 

allowed for a selective search of relevant references. 

These searches facilitated the identification of the important aspects of neoliberalism in 

relation to arts practice and prisons. In order to ensure that identified literature was both 
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rigorous in terms of theory and methodology, and relevant to this study, a pearl growing 

technique was utilised (Booth et al 2012), in which the reference lists from identified texts 

were used to identify further useful literature. This process shaped the review, which is 

organised into the below sections: 

2.2 What is Neoliberalism? 

This section provides an underpinning for the review by outlining significant impacts of 

neoliberalism and contemporary austerity policy on the UK landscape. 

2.3 Prisons and Neoliberalism  

This section examines contemporary literature around the impact of neoliberalism on 

prisons in the US and UK. It draws upon Wacquant’s Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal 

Government of Social Insecurity (2009), examining his four institutional logics and critiques 

of them to offer contrasting perspectives of the impact of neoliberalism on UK prisons. 

2.4 Arts and Neoliberalism  

This section draws upon Harvie’s Fair Play: Art, Performance and Neoliberalism (2013) to 

examine impacts of neoliberalism on social arts practice, paying particular attention to the 

impact of funding cuts on arts practice, as well as examining literature on cultural policy to 

identify of the impacts of these on arts practitioners.  

2.5 Governmentality  

This section offers a brief examination of definitions of governmentality, which enables an 

exploration of its relationship with both arts practice and prisons. The section utilises Crewe’s 

ethnographic studies of prisons including Revisiting the pains of imprisonment (2011a) and 

Power, Adaptation and Resistance in a Late-Modern Men’s Prison (2007) to examine ways in 

which prisons have been affected by neoliberal governmentality. It engages with literature 

from Harvie and Thompson to examine the relationship between contemporary arts practice 

and a neoliberal governmentality.  

2.6 The Psychosocial Impacts of Neoliberalism  

This section draws upon a wide range of literature including Feeling the squeeze: Towards a 

psychosocial geography of austerity in low to-middle income families (Stenning 2018) The 

right to be weary? Endurance and exhaustion in austere times (Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcazar 

2018) and Individualising the future: the emotional geographies of neoliberal governance in 

young people’s aspirations (Pimlott Wilson 2017) to offer suggestions as to the ways in which 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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neoliberalism can penetrate individuals’ psychosocial worlds. The section links literature 

from psychosocial studies with literature from Crewe in order to situate relevant 

psychosocial impacts of neoliberalism within a prison context. It examines the impact of 

neoliberal governmentality on artists, with specific reference to the effect of precarious 

employment and ‘arts as entrepreneurship’ on the psychosocial wellbeing of practitioners.  

2.7 Care  

This section draws upon literature from care ethicists and theatre researchers including 

Hamington (2015), Tronto (2009), Thompson (2015, 2020) and Stuart Fisher (2020) to 

identify the relationship between neoliberalism, care and performance and to examine the 

ways in which care can be understood and expressed within prisons and prison theatre. 

2.2 What is Neoliberalism? 

Neoliberalism originated as a set of economic doctrines employed on the political stage 

(Whitehead & Crawshaw 2012), yet its reach has extended into social and, as this review will 

explore, psychosocial life. As outlined by economist Friedrich Hayek, neoliberalism can be 

broadly characterised by five principles: ‘privatisation of state assets, liberalisation of trade, 

monetarism and the control of inflation, the deregulation of labour and the marketisation of 

society through public– private partnerships and commodification’ (ibid, 12). Neoliberalism 

is a flexible and evolving concept (Eagleton-Pierce 2016) that, arguably, dominates the 

political sphere in Western Europe, North America and Latin America and shapes both 

economic and social life. As neoliberal policy has been adopted on an international scale, 

Steger and Roy (2010) argue for an understanding of neoliberalism as pluralistic, rather than 

‘a single monolithic manifestation’ (2010, 2). They acknowledge disparities between 

countries, governments and political eras and claim that ‘neoliberalism has adapted to 

specific environments, problems, and opportunities’ (ibid), arguing that social context 

impacts the elements of neoliberalism on which political parties focus. 

Alongside the US, the UK was an early adopter of neoliberalism (Harvey 2007). During her 

time in office, from 1979 to 1990, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative 

government implemented numerous neoliberal policies. These included the privatisation of 

services such as British Telecom, British Gas and much of the electricity industry (Cowling 

2012); the retraction of welfare, seen in the extension of the minimum contribution period 

for accessing unemployment benefits (ibid), and the restriction of power afforded to labour 

unions (Towers 1989). Since Thatcher’s premiership, UK policy has continued to reflect 
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neoliberal values including ‘deregulation, privatisation and withdrawal of the state from 

many areas of social provisions’ (Harvey 2007, 2).  

While neoliberalism has become the dominant political ideology in the UK, there is debate 

as to which of its elements are most salient to UK politics. In 2002, Peck and Tickell 

highlighted the differences between what they termed ‘roll-back’ neoliberalism, the 

reduction and retraction of the welfare state under the 1979 - 1997 Conservative 

Government, and ‘roll-out’ neoliberalism under New Labour, which was intended to punish 

or contain those ‘marginalised or dispossessed by the [roll-back] neoliberalism of the 1980s’ 

(Peck & Tickell 2002, 389). The more recent Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition (2010 – 

2015) and Conservative governments (2015 – present) have utilised both ‘roll-back’ and ‘roll-

out’ neoliberal policies. 

Alongside the practical consequences of neoliberal policy are its more discursive impacts. 

These include a value system with a focus on individuality and individual agency (Alston 2018, 

3), with a trope of productivity in social and economic life. This is illustrated by a political 

rhetoric of ‘shirkers vs workers’ (Pemberton et al 2016, 8) and a conceptualisation of 

employment as a ‘cure all’ solution (Alston 2018, 3). The impacts of these discursive elements 

being made manifest in government policy are arguably reflected in the increased risk of 

poor mental health diagnoses and suicide amongst people most affected by economic 

downturn (Elliot 2016) and ‘unheard levels of social isolation’ (Alston 2018, 1).  

Much contemporary UK-based literature which explores the effects of neoliberal policy and 

rhetoric does so through examining the 2010 UK programme of austerity, a fiscal programme 

introduced by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government in response to the 

2008 global financial crash. Austerity policies reflected neoliberal values by implementing 

significant reductions in welfare spending, while avoiding increased taxation on high earning 

individuals and companies. Between 2010 and 2013, public spending was reduced by £14.3 

billion in comparison to that in 2009 – 2010 (Cabinet Office 2014). This resulted in cuts to 

children’s centres (Smith et al 2018), domestic violence refuges (Women’s Aid 2018) and 

homeless hostels (Shelter 2017), education provisions and the prison service. Alongside 

these cuts, freezes to public sector wages (Pyper et al 2018), freezes in welfare benefits 

(Holloway 2018) and benefit reforms which imposed conditionality on claimants (Lindsay et 

al 2015) were implemented. An ongoing period of austerity has resulted in a rise in the 

number of people living in poverty, experiencing homelessness, and accessing food banks 

(Hastings et al 2015). Currently one fifth of the population live below the poverty line (Alston 
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2018). There has also been an accompanying increase in the suicide rate amongst benefit 

claimants and a rise in cases of self-reported mental health problems and of anti-depressant 

prescriptions (Barr et al 2015). A recent UN report has deemed the UK climate of austerity 

‘not just a disgrace, but a social calamity and an economic disaster, all rolled into one’ (Alston 

2018, 1).  

The neoliberal public arena has also shaped both prisons and theatre practice within prisons. 

A rhetoric of individualism and a responsibilisation, in which responsibilities which once 

belonged to the state ‘are placed squarely with the individual in isolation from the political 

context’ (Vreugdenhil 2017, 38) has affected prisons through a shift in power (Crewe 2007) 

and a move towards individual prisoner self-regulation (Crewe 2011a). Neoliberalism has 

also impacted prisons through increased privatisation, with England and Wales holding 18% 

of prisoners in private establishments (Ministry of Justice 2020c) and budget cuts as a result 

of austerity, including the 26% decrease of frontline staff between 2011 and 2017 (Ministry 

of Justice 2019b). Neoliberalism’s impact on arts practice can be seen in the uneven 

distribution of access to arts and arts funding across the UK, reducing government funding 

and increased private funding of the arts (Harvie 2013). In relation to socially engaged arts 

practice, neoliberalism can also be seen in the instrumental way these can be commissioned 

and delivered, uncritically proliferating narratives of ‘self-help’ or ‘progress’ and being 

utilised as a ‘quick fix’ for social problems (Hughes 2014).  

A key aspect of neoliberalism that is relevant to this study is a rhetoric of productivity 

(Sanchez Bermudez 2012). This can particularly be understood through Ritzer’s (1993) theory 

of ‘McDonaldisation’. McDonaldisation is based upon the idea that much can be learned 

about contemporary society by examining how it operates through the lens of global fast-

food chain, McDonalds. Ritzer’s theoretical lens encompasses four dimensions through 

which contemporary society reflects the McDonalds chain;  

‘Efficiency’ meaning the goal being achieved in the shortest amount of time; 

‘Calculability’ or an emphasis on the quantitative aspects of a service;  

‘Predictability’ specifically in relation to a uniformity of service; 

 ‘Control’ over both workers and consumers of a service. 

McDonaldisation has previously been utilised to examine the schooling system (Dale 1994), 

healthcare (Mobeen et 2016) and academia (Goode & Lumsden 2018). In this thesis, I present 

ideas of prison theatre projects being McDonaldised (Ritzer 1993) through the 
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conceptualisation of theatre practice as a predictable and uniform package that can be 

reproduced and controlled. This will be explored predominantly in Chapter 5. 

This context demonstrates the pervasiveness of neoliberal rhetoric, both in terms of its 

discursive and practical impacts, and is therefore a useful underpinning for this study in order 

to understand how rhetoric and policy impact the experience of arts practice in prisons. This 

chapter will examine literature relevant to the impacts of neoliberalism on arts practice and 

prisons to provide a foundation for the rest of this thesis. 

2.3 Prisons and Neoliberalism  

Just as the US and UK share a history of adopting neoliberal ideologies, it can be argued that 

the UK’s prison system is culturally closer to that of the US than many of its Western 

European neighbours (Christie 2000). This can be seen in the recent rise in imprisonment and 

overcrowding rates (Ministry of Justice 2020b), and the UK’s recent move towards 

privatisation, as well as in a ‘generalised sense of insecurity (which finds its roots in structural 

and cultural developments in capitalist societies)’ which ‘has helped to fuel public demand 

for harsher punishments’ (Jones & Newburn 2002, 175). 

In literature pertaining to neoliberalism and prisons, Wacquant’s work around inequality and 

the neoliberal state (2009, 2010) is much cited and contested. To enable an understanding 

of the pervasive ways in which neoliberalism shapes the prison estate, it felt important to 

explore Wacquant’s perspectives. In Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social 

Insecurity (2009) Wacquant sets out four Institutional Logics for a neoliberal state:  

 

‘1. Economic deregulation  

2. Welfare state devolution, retraction, and recomposition  

3. An expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal apparatus  

4. The cultural trope of individual responsibility’ 

 

Wacquant’s work is situated within an American context, which differs in the structure and 

history of its prison industrial complex. While we can understand UK prisons reflecting US 

prisons (Jones & Newburn 2002) in terms of overcrowding (Ministry of Justice 2020b), 

housing a disproportionate number of people of colour (ibid) and high levels of privatisation 

comparatively to the rest of Western Europe (ibid, Jones & Newburn 2002), the US prison 

system is unique in its commercialisation of imprisonment, commonly referred to as the 

prison industrial complex. The US has the highest incarceration rates in the world, 450% 
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higher that the UK’s (Walmsley 2018). Alongside this, there has been growing involvement 

from businesses and special interest groups such as private prison companies including 

Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) and Management and Training Corp. (MTC) 

(Friedman 2012), as well as medical care providers, canteen services and transport agencies, 

in the running of US prisons. These private contracts with government necessitate high rates 

of imprisonment in order to ensure high rates of profit, transforming incarceration into an 

industrial complex, which not only generates profit from imprisonment, but also influences 

policy and practice (ibid). Therefore, it is important to take a nuanced approach when 

transferring US-based theories to the UK, as capitalism in the UK does not have the same 

interdependency on prisons as in the US (Atkinson & Rostad 2003). However, given the 

ideological closeness between UK and US prisons, especially in terms of the UK’s high 

privatisation rate, and links with businesses including Amey and BT (HM Chief Inspector of 

Prisons 2014), examining this literature can provide much insight into UK prisons, and three 

of Wacquant’s logics can be simply transferred to a more general neoliberal prison context. 

In the UK, Wacquant’s first logic of economic deregulation can be seen in the privatisation of 

services including the NHS, the rail network and, most pertinently for this study, prisons, 

alongside the introduction of marketisation into elements of the prison estate, such as 

healthcare and education. His second logic of welfare state devolution, retraction and 

recomposition (the restructuring or rearrangement of welfare), can be seen in the form of a 

reduction in spending on welfare, the introduction of Universal Credit and a reduced benefits 

cap introduced in 2016. His fourth, the cultural trope of individual responsibly, is reflected in 

free market economic policies employed by the government, as well as in reduced funding 

to support services and benefit reforms which impose harsh conditions on claimants (Lindsay 

et al 2015).  

 

When outlining his third logic, Wacquant argues that an expanding penal system is not 

merely the result of neoliberal governance, but an integral mechanism of that governance, 

or a ‘core organ of the state’ (2010, 202). He links workfare (welfare restrictions that force 

participation in low paid and subpar employment) and prisonfare (a set of policies that 

respond to social ills by introducing punitive sanctions and increased surveillance in the form 

of the police, probation, the courts and jails and prisons) in terms of their structural, 

functional and cultural similarities. Wacquant proposes that the threat of imprisonment, 

alongside reduced and conditional benefit conditions, coerces individuals into accepting low 

paid work. He highlights a shift in the purpose of welfare from passive ‘people processing’ to 
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active ‘people changing’ while the ‘prison has travelled in the other direction, from aiming to 

reform inmates … to merely warehousing them.’ (2010, 202). This is reflected in Crewe’s work 

around self-governance (2007) and soft power (2011a, 2011b) which will be examined in the 

governmentality and prisons section (2.5.1) of this review. It is possible to identify ‘emerging 

matches’ (O’Malley 2014) between a UK prison context and Wacquant’s third logic. These 

include companies such as LMB Laundry outsourcing work, building workshops in prisons 

and employing prisoners at less than 50p an hour as well as welfare benefits that are 

conditional on fulfilling rigid and changing criteria. However, it is important to examine the 

cultural context of this logic. The next section (2.3.1) will engage with criticisms of 

Wacquant’s third logic, specifically from researchers who situate this logic in a European and 

UK context. 

2.3.1 Prisons and Neoliberalism – Critiques of Wacquant  

Wacquant’s framework has been widely utilised by theorists including Bell. In her book, 

There is an Alternative: Challenging the Logic of Neoliberal Penality, Bell conceptualises the 

UK prisons as ‘an attempt at physical security’ by the neoliberal state ‘to compensate for its 

failure to provide social and economic security’ (2014, 48). Bell frames her exploration of 

practical alternatives to a neoliberal penal system using Wacquant’s institutional logics. 

However, in this framing, she notes a cultural context to neoliberal policy, emphasising that 

the way neoliberalism is applied practically can be very diverse and is dependent on local, 

political and institutional cultures (ibid). In this way, Bell disputes Wacquant’s third 

institutional logic by calling for attention to local specificities when exploring a penal system, 

and identifying ‘an expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal apparatus’ as specific to the US 

(ibid, 48).  

Though Bell is influenced by Wacquant’s work, she understands the prison not as a 

mechanism of the neoliberal state, which helps to perpetuate inequality, but as a tool for 

distraction from inequality and instability. In her exploration of prison in a UK context, Bell 

argues that ‘the prison enables the neoliberal state to be seen to be doing something about 

crime’ and that it ‘invokes genuine public concerns and uses them cynically to serve its own 

interests … diverting the public attention to serious harms which may be perpetuated by the 

economic elites’ (2013, 56). Her conceptualisation of the UK prison highlights the specific 

context of the US prison complex, as she identifies UK prisons not as an integral instrument 

in the creation of a neoliberal state, but rather as a structure which can deflect public 

perceptions away from the harmful impacts of a neoliberal state.  
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O’Malley offers criticism of Wacquant’s conceptualisation of penal apparatus. Like Bell, 

O’Malley calls for a culturally and locally specific understanding of the penal system and 

warns against ‘a blanket condemnation of penality, not a theoretically guided understanding 

of the specificities of penal regimes’ (2014, 92). He suggests that Wacquant’s idea of a 

neoliberal state, which centres around a punitive penal system, is not a function of a 

neoliberal governmental formation but rather an American governmental formation. 

O’Malley asserts that, in a Western European context, it is misguided to single out the prison 

as definitive of neoliberalism, as changes in UK prisons as a result of neoliberalism are 

paralleled in other sectors such as education and healthcare (2014).  

O’Malley further criticises Wacquant’s work with a rejection of Wacquant’s ‘single neoliberal 

penality’ (2014, 91). O’Malley’s dismissal of this idea centres on the programmes available in 

prisons. While he accepts that social and correctional programmes in prison are subjected to 

a ‘cost benefit analysis’ and ‘neoliberal scrutiny’ (ibid), their existence, he feels, pushes back 

at a discourse of ‘a more naked penality of mass containment’ (ibid). While this is an 

important critique of the idea of mass containment and ‘people processing’ (Wacquant 2010, 

202), it would be imprudent to conceptualise these programmes as an argument against 

neoliberal punitiveness, especially in the context of UK prisons’ public acceptability policies, 

alongside a prison prioritisation of employability skills.  

Garland provides further critique of Wacquant, drawing links between a rise in crime and 

insecurity and recommending that scholars should ‘attend more closely to the structure and 

organisation of the penal state’ (2010, 476). His thinking aligns with Wacquant’s in his 

broader conceptualisation of neoliberalism, specifically Garland’s beliefs that labour market 

insecurity offers a structural context, exacerbated by neoliberal policies including welfare 

reforms, that can go some way to explaining mass imprisonment, particularly of poor, black, 

working-age males (2017, 21). However, he rejects Wacquant’s ‘claim that prison expansion 

was a neoliberal strategy’ (ibid, 22), describing the assertion as ‘unsupported’ and ‘ultimately 

implausible’ (ibid). While he accepts that mass incarceration may function to prop up 

neoliberal policies by ‘warehousing a surplus labour population and penalising illegal 

alternatives to low-waged work’ (ibid), he sees no undisputable evidence to support the idea 

that this was a strategised or formalised solution, stating that ‘the association between 

neoliberalism and increased punishment is better viewed as an emergent outcome, not a 

precipitating cause or intention’ (ibid). 
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Conversely, Wacquant offers a critique of Garland’s work. He responds to Garland’s labelling 

of neoliberalism as ‘too specific’ a phenomenon to explain an escalation in the penal system 

(Garland 2001, 77) by calling for a widening of the definition of neoliberalism, away from 

simply an economic understanding and towards a ‘fully sociological’ conceptualisation of the 

phenomenon (2010, 212). Wacquant proposes that: 

‘Neoliberalism is an elusive and contested notion, a hybrid term awkwardly suspended 

between the lay idiom of political debate and the technical terminology of social science, 

which moreover is often invoked without clear referent.’ (ibid).  

This broad, theoretical conceptualisation of neoliberalism is reflected in the enormous 

breadth of its impacts in a variety of social domains, including the arts and the prison estate. 

2.4 Arts and Neoliberalism  

Literature which explicitly explores the impacts of neoliberalism on contemporary arts 

practice in the UK is limited, especially that examining socially engaged theatre practice. 

However, the impacts of neoliberalism on socially engaged arts (including, but not 

exclusively, theatre practice) are notably documented by Harvie in Fair Play: Art, 

Performance and Neoliberalism (2013). In her book, Harvie examines ‘social’ or ‘relational’ 

trends in contemporary arts and explores what these practices can offer ‘contemporary 

social relationships’ (2013, 1) on a broader scale. Harvie notes the specific importance of 

socially motivated arts in a neoliberal society as ‘so many other features of contemporary 

culture – globally and notably in the United Kingdom … threaten at least to diminish them 

and possibly, horribly, to obliterate them’ (ibid, 2). Harvie tracks the impact of neoliberalism 

on socially engaged arts practice up to 2013, three years into a Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat coalition government, and documents impacts of neoliberalism on the arts. She 

notes cuts to arts funding under austerity measures, in particular a 30% reduction to 

government funding in 2010 which disproportionately affected small and community arts 

organisations. She also explores more discursive impacts, examining how:  

‘Contemporary artists resist being wholly appropriated as tools of neoliberal capitalist 

training and ideological modelling and instead continue to develop their work in ways that 

are both aesthetically and socially valuable, even if emerging conditions require, they 

cultivate new ways of doing so.’ (Harvie 2013, 63).  
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This idea provides a lens through which to understand data collected from artists and theatre 

practitioners in subsequent chapters, in relation to both how practitioners’ work is shaped 

by neoliberalism and the methods they use to resist this. 

In Performance affects: applied theatre and the end of effect, Thompson (2009) reflects upon 

how ideas of utility, which can be understood as a neoliberal turn towards values such as 

productivity and efficiency, can inform the content and delivery of socially engaged theatre 

practice. He proposes a shift in focus from ‘effect’ which ‘communicates messages, or 

concentrates on identifiable social or educational impact’, to ‘affect’, which considers ‘bodily 

responses, sensations and aesthetic pleasure’ (2009, 7). While the definition of the term 

‘aesthetics’ varies amongst theorists within performance literature, it is broadly agreed to 

refer to ‘the artistic or the art-like’ (White 2015, 2). Within this thesis, I understand aesthetics 

as a focus on beauty in arts practice (Winston 2006), and a collective action taken in order to 

create beauty-focused art (White 2015). Thompson notes that evaluative processes which 

require the measuring and reporting of measurable, quantifiable outcomes risk ignoring 

ideas of aesthetics and can ‘be in danger of bleaching outcomes of substance and complexity 

in the work’ (2009, 118). The ways in which evaluation processes have been shaped by 

neoliberalism, and the use of creative evaluation to resist this neoliberal turn, will be 

documented in Chapter 7. 

We can understand this ‘bleaching of complexity’ as an example of Debord’s idea of spectacle 

in which ‘everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation’ (2014, 7). For 

Debord, the spectacle is both ‘the result and goal of the dominant mode of production’ (ibid, 

8). It manifests in news media, political messaging, advertising and entertainment outputs 

to serve ‘as a total justification of the conditions and goals of the existing system’ (ibid). This 

can be seen in the way in which neoliberalism can be presented as having ‘no alternative’ 

(Thatcher 1980), and in the co-option of prison theatre to share neoliberal messages, as will 

be explored in Chapter 6. For Debord, the spectacle is ‘the stage at which commodity has 

succeeded in totally colonizing social life’ (ibid, 21). An example of the spectacle in relation 

to prison theatre can be found in Shailor’s article The dialectics of subversion: prison theatre, 

human rights, and social justice. Here, Shailor describes media reporting of a piece of prison 

theatre which ‘focused on the novel, ‘feel good’ aspects’ rather than offering ‘any larger 

reflection or criticism of prison conditions.’ (2021, 421). For him, this is revealing of ‘the 

essential tension between a liberatory experience and a reinforcement of existing conditions’ 

being ‘resolved in favour of the status quo’ (ibid). Here, we can see how prison theatre can 

perform a spectacle which legitimises ‘the conditions and goals’ of the existing penal system. 
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In this way, we can understand Thompson’s call for theatre practitioners to critically 

interrogate ‘‘Which show are we a part of?’ (2009, 30). Chapter 6 of this thesis will illustrate 

the ways in which prison theatre can perform the neoliberal spectacle, while Chapter 7 will 

present examples of practitioners critically examining ‘which show’ they are ‘a part of’ (ibid). 

Within wider arts and cultural policy research, ideas of the impact of neoliberal cultural policy 

on arts funding and practice are explored, most notably by cultural theorist Belfiore. In her 

2021 article Who cares? At what price? The hidden costs of socially engaged arts labour and 

the moral failure of cultural policy she explores the impact of cultural policy and precarious 

funding streams on the delivery of socially engaged theatre, with particular attention to the 

‘hidden costs’ (Belfiore 2021, 2) that may be experienced by the practitioners who work in 

this field. She identifies that socially engaged arts practitioners are predisposed to a 

commitment to caring and utilises Tronto’s model of ethical care (2009) to explore the 

‘hidden costs’ facing socially engaged arts practitioners working with ‘disadvantaged 

populations’ (Belfiore 2021, 2) on precariously funded projects. Belfiore identifies these 

‘hidden costs’ as emotional, psychological and financial. She explains that ‘due to their beliefs 

and a strong ethical and political drive in their practice’ (ibid) socially engaged arts 

practitioners often perform care for their project participants ‘without pay, specialist training 

or support’ (ibid), noting that this is both driven by, and can result in ethical dilemmas and 

concerns about, ‘letting people down’ (ibid, 9). Belfiore identifies that ‘socially engaged arts 

practice’s survival is reliant on what we may call an invisible subsidy on the part of the 

creative professionals’ (ibid, 13) and calls for the recognition and renumeration of those 

delivering this sort of socially engaged work, as well as for a ‘critical recharge’ (ibid, 15) of 

cultural policy work, in which researchers hold ‘public institutions and funders to account in 

the name of fairness and social justice’ (ibid). Within Belfiore’s work, we can identify both 

tangible and psychological costs of neoliberal funding and cultural policy upon arts 

practitioners, which is key to an exploration of how neoliberalism has impacted upon the 

experience of delivering prison theatre for both freelancers and company directors. 

2.4.1 Arts, Neoliberalism and Prisons  

There is limited literature specifically examining the impact of neoliberalism on those 

delivering and participating in prison theatre, a gap that this study hopes to partially rectify. 

However, Woodland and Hazou (2021) speak to neoliberalism in Carcerality, theatre, rights 

when they explain how much literature around prison theatre is subsumed by neoliberalism. 

They note: 
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‘Accounts of the work often remain characterised by narratives of individual transformation 

and reform, with those who participate often being drawn into prevailing discourses around 

the redemptive power of the arts’ (Woodland & Hazou 2021, 386) 

 

And that, while it has been 23 years since Thompson’s From the Stocks to the Stage: from 

prison theatre to the theatre of prison was published, which ‘questioned the role of theatre 

in either transforming, or being co-opted by, the prison system’, much literature around 

prison theatre ‘remains preoccupied with notions of utility’ (ibid). In their article, Woodland 

and Hazou explain that while practitioners often take a critical approach to the delivery of 

the prison theatre: 

 

‘They nevertheless are often required to articulate its ‘benefits’ to corrections authorities and 

the wider public in ways that conform to neoliberal logics of personal responsibility and 

individualised rehabilitation’ (ibid). 

 

This can be seen in the fact that a significant proportion of recent literature about prison 

theatre is evaluative work, focusing on efficacy and utility. These evaluations have been 

funded not only by academic institutions but also by National Alliance of Arts in Criminal 

Justice, Arts Council England and Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS). In 

contrast to the more anecdotal qualitative accounts of earlier theatre in prison practice 

documented in Thompson’s Prison Theatre: Practice and Perspectives (1998) and Balfour’s 

Theatre in Prison: Theory and Practice (2004), a larger proportion of this body of research is 

quantitative. For example, Harkins et al’s Evaluation of Geese Theatre’s Re-Connect Program: 

Addressing Resettlement Issues which measures changes in ‘self-efficacy’, ‘family and 

intimacy skills’ and ‘motivation to change’ (2011, 557) numerically. As well as this literature 

showing more of a focus towards rehabilitation and efficacy, there is also an emphasis on 

economic impact, such as the NAACJ’s report Unlocking Value – the economic benefit of arts 

in criminal justice (Johnson et al 2011) which conducts a cost-benefit analysis of three 

different theatre projects.  

 

The language of this literature reflects a neoliberal rhetoric of productivity and economic 

effectiveness, with an emphasis on demonstrating impact or ‘what works’. In this case, the 

idea of ‘working’ can be understood as demonstrating ‘prosocial’ behaviour, decreasing 

recidivism, saving HMPPS and, ultimately, the taxpayer money. As Hughes notes in her 2005 
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report Doing the Arts Justice; A Review of Research Literature, Practice and Theory, it is 

important to demonstrate effect and impact to ‘inform both practitioners and policy makers’ 

(2005, 8) in a neoliberal landscape. However, the recent number of evaluative studies focus 

more on tangible impacts, such as reducing reoffending or increasing employability, than on 

the more affective benefits of prison theatre. Keehan reflects this idea, noting that common 

themes in prison theatre evaluations include ‘the arts project in question addresses factors 

such as: personal relationships, drug and alcohol misuse and employment problems’ (2015, 

392).  

Hughes’ review examined arts practice (predominantly theatre-based) in prevention, 

custodial, community and resettlement contexts. While it contributed to ‘legitimising’ and 

‘professionalising’ the discipline, demonstrating its value within a criminal justice context, 

Hughes was very clear that the value of arts practice should be delivered alongside a body of 

more conventional interventions in order to have the most impact. She explains the 

relationship between theatre practice and reducing reoffending as such:  

‘The literature reviewed for this report includes examples of arts provision that directly and 

explicitly seek to address the risk and protective factors relevant to reducing offending. 

However, this is problematic because much arts practice does not construct itself in this way.’ 

(Hughes 2005, 19) 

In the 16 years since publishing this perspective, little literature has emerged on theatre 

practice in prison which is supported by other criminal justice agencies. This, alongside 

significant evaluative literature around theatre in prisons, suggests a prevalence in the 

commissioning of arts practice which aims to ‘directly and explicitly … address the risk and 

protective factors relevant to reducing offending’, without the support or integration of 

other, more targeted, criminal justice services. Through this, we can understand prison 

theatre as conceptualised as a stand-alone tool to tackle rehabilitative issues in prisons, 

rather than a provision which can complement and support more structural interventions.  

2.5 Governmentality  

Within this study it is important to attend to power structures and dynamics both in relation 

to prisons and arts practice. While it may be tempting to conceptualise power, particularly 

carceral power, solely in terms of its repressive facets, Foucault’s (1991a) concept of 

governmentality, within which he understands power as complex, nuanced and intangible, 

and something that creates, rather than simply represses, may be more useful to apply. 

Governmentality suggests a complex network of power relations used to exert control over 



25 
 

subjects, with Crewe explaining a neoliberal governmental power as an often-invisible mode 

of controlling individuals which is ‘neither straightforwardly coercive nor consensual, nor is it 

simply economic or ideological’ (2007, 258). Further, we may understand it as permeating 

broad areas of social, political and economic arenas and operating in a way that is ‘light’ 

(Foucault 1991b, 202), ‘non-corporal’ (ibid, 203) and, ‘automatic and anonymous’ (ibid, 176). 

 

Key to the concept of governmentality is the idea that rationalities (specific ways of thinking) 

and technologies (specific ways of acting), which Rose defines as a ‘strategy, tactic, process, 

procedure or programme for controlling, regulating, shaping, mastering or exercising 

authority over others in a nation, organization or locality’ (1999, 15), combine to permeate 

and control aspects of social life in accordance with governing authorities’ agendas or 

objectives. Garland (1997) notes that, in his work, Foucault makes the distinction between 

objectification and subjectification. Rather than conceptualising citizens as objects to be 

ruled, governmentality creates individuals who have the ability to make choice and take 

action. Thus, governmentality assumes that individuals are ‘rational actors’ who can be 

‘manipulated’ by incentives and deterrents.  These ‘active subjects’ (Foucault, 1982) are 

shaped by governmentality in a manner that encourages the internalisation of neoliberal 

rhetoric, and are subsequently encouraged to act, think and self-regulate in ways which align 

with the objectives of governing authorities, shaping their own subjectivity and encouraging 

a self-governance (Crewe 2007, Garland 1997). Governmentality can be broadly understood 

as becoming crystallised within the prison estate, which serves as a nested microcosm of 

wider society that is subject to intensive government scrutiny and control (Foucault 1991b). 

 

2.5.1 Governmentality and Prisons 

Garland suggests that crime and control research which utilises governmentality as a 

theoretical framework focuses on how the criminal justice system’s exertion of power is 

dependent upon specific ways of subjectifying individuals and governing populations (1997, 

174). This is pertinent to this research, which examines the manner in which the discursive 

realities posed by a national adherence to neoliberal political discourses come to shape the 

lived realities of prisoners and arts practitioners, via the intermediary of specific prison 

policies and agendas.  

For Crewe (2011a, 519) governmentality in a prison context is a ‘disciplinary net’ which is 

‘wide and all-encompassing’. He understands prisoners as positioned as ‘rational actors’, 

(ibid) suggesting that they have been shaped into agents of their own incarceration (2007) 
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in that they are required to monitor and manage their conduct at all times and in a broad 

range of ways, including how they behave and communicate both on and off the wing and 

the company that they keep (Crewe 2011a). Counter to previous formulations of prison 

establishments, it is no longer simply a matter of ‘keeping your head down’: prisoners are 

now expected to actively engage in the monitoring of their own rehabilitation. This includes 

attending and engaging in courses, being aware of their sentence plans and the steps they 

must take to fulfil sentence requirements, engaging in meetings with agencies such as 

probation, and regulating their personal conduct.  

Crewe reflects Wacquant’s ideas of ‘an expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal apparatus’ 

(2009) by noting that there are few areas of contemporary prison life untouched by 

neoliberal power. He describes this power as predominantly psychological rather than 

physical, noting a move away from ‘physical brutality’ (2011b, 464) toward what he terms 

‘soft power’. Crewe defines this as ‘the sphere of power that makes unnecessary or precedes 

the use of direct command or coercion’ (2011b, 456), noting that it operates ‘almost 

automatically, without the need for direct intervention on the part of the authorities’ (2011a, 

524). Practical examples of soft power include the Incentives and Earned Privileges (IEP) 

scheme5, Mandatory Drug Testing (MDT), cell searches, risk assessments and sentence plans, 

written by professionals who have little contact with the prisoner. 

In Depth, weight, tightness: Revisiting the pains of imprisonment (2011a), Crewe posits a 

power that is both soft and ‘tight’. In examining the idea of a ‘tight’ power, Crewe is inspired 

by Baehr (2001) who, developing upon Weber’s idea of the ‘iron cage’, describes this kind of 

power as a ‘shell as hard as steel’, which is: 

‘Our shelter and constraint, yet it allows choices of various kinds, movement and directions 

that are our own... [It] has not just been externally imposed (as in the iron cage metaphor), 

but...has become ‘part and parcel’ of [our] existence.’ (Baehr, 2001, 164) 

 
5 The IEP system consists of 4 levels; Entry, for those in their first 14 days of conviction or recall. This will be 

reviewed after 14 days; Basic, for those whose behaviour is deemed as poor. They are not entitled to access any 

more family contact, association time or access to entertainment than is required by law; Standard, for 

prisoners who take part in prison activities, show a commitment to rehabilitation and are deemed to behave 

well. Standard entitles individuals to more visits and letters. They may also be allowed a TV in their cell, or to 

spend more of their money in the prison canteen; Enhanced for prisoners who show commitment to 

rehabilitation, take part in work and other activities, and follow prison rules for at least three months. Enhanced 

prisoners may be allowed to wear their own clothes, have more visits, a TV in their cell, or to spend more 

money. IEP levels are reviewed at least once per year (National Offender Management Service 2013). 
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Like Crewe, Baehr’s metaphor emphasises how all-encompassing and difficult to detect this 

power has become, and differentiates it from more physically tangible methods of enforcing 

power and control of the past. The idea of the shell demonstrates how this governmental 

power has become so extensive that it is often undetectable and simply a part of everyday 

lived experiences, demonstrating how active subjects are created and linking to ideas of 

internalised rationalities or, in the context of this research, an internalised or embodied 

neoliberal agenda.  

2.5.1.1 Indirect Power   

Crewe (2007) argues that power has been centralised and shifted upwards towards senior 

leadership teams, including prison governors, and away from uniformed prison staff. Since 

the early 1990s, in large part as a result of prison riots protesting unfair treatment of 

prisoners, prison officer culture has shed much of its authoritarian character. Changes such 

as increased use of CCTV and the other measures of control which utilise surveillance rather 

than force, such as MDT and IEP schemes, have reduced frontline staffs’ access to more 

visible tools of control, and reconstituted prisoners as active, self-governing subjects. This 

links with Foucault’s idea of decentralised power, which works both anonymously and in a 

‘light’ manner (Foucault 1991b, 202). Crewe describes this power as demanding without 

seeming coercive, ‘everywhere but nowhere’ (Crewe 2011a, 515).  

Crewe’s ethnographic study of power in prison identified that officers were no longer seen 

as ‘embodying’ systems of power, but rather ‘implementing’ them (2007), and recognised 

that the visibility of officers on wings was often minimal, especially during association 

periods. However: 

‘Drug tests, cell searches and ongoing surveillance for reports meant that direct oversight 

was not required for prisoners to be gripped by mechanisms of control and to regulate their 

behaviour accordingly’ (Crewe 2007, 264). 

Prisoners interviewed by Crewe echoed this, with one interviewee stating that:  

‘In the old days, they could fuck you up with their fists. Now they can fuck you up with their 

pen […] The power of the pen is really mighty in prison nowadays. (Interviewee 7)’ (ibid, 261).  

This evidences Crewe’s concept of tight power and its shift from physical into the 

psychological. That prisoners can be governed from afar not only presents a barrier to the 

consideration of prisoners’ individual experiences, but also creates an expectation of 

prisoners to self-regulate their behaviours, in order to attempt to negotiate the intangible 
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and far-reaching power structures of the contemporary prison estate, as is presented in the 

below section.  

2.5.1.2 Self Governance 

Through conceptualising prisoners as active subjects, and reconstituting them as agents of 

their own incarceration, governance is ‘shifted from the institution to the individual’ (Crewe 

2007, 258), reflecting the neoliberal rhetoric of individualism. This can be seen in sentence 

plans and courses, as well as in the monitoring of prisoner behaviour and interaction through 

systems such as the IEP scheme. Key to this shift in responsibility for rehabilitation is the use 

of cognitive behavioural therapy which is widely used in both individual therapy sessions and 

in courses, programmes and interventions in prisons. Crewe argues that cognitive 

behavioural courses do not fully take into account the realities of prisoners’ lives and expect 

prisoners to act out the role of ‘responsible citizens’ without changing or challenging the 

social contexts in which the prisoners exist. Crewe’s research found that many prisoners 

experienced these sorts of courses as a requirement for the benefit of the prison staff and 

establishment, through offering quantifiable metrics to demonstrate that prison-related 

issues were being addressed, rather than for the benefit of the individual. One interviewee 

reflected that: 

‘I’ve done all the course work. I’ve done anger control […] But the system wants to see you on 

paper. Whether you’ve taken a blind bit of notice of it or not, you’ve sat on it and you’ve gone 

through the motions. It’s quite easy to sit there and tell them what they want to hear. 

(Interviewee 21)’ (Crewe 2007, 264) 

That cognitive behavioural courses, and other similar behavioural interventions, require 

prisoners to regulate and change their behaviour (without taking into consideration external, 

societal or individual factors) links to criticisms of ‘issue-based theatre’, which argues that 

art becomes more acceptable if it ‘promotes particular types of individual change or life skills’ 

(Balfour 2009, 350). Prisoners only being allowed access to ‘luxuries’ such as art if they can 

demonstrate a willingness to ‘change’ is demonstrative of the incentives and deterrents used 

by governing powers to ‘manipulate’ ‘rational actors’ into making choices consistent with 

the agendas and objectives of the governing powers (Crewe 2007, 258).  

Another tool for encouraging self-governance in prisoners is the IEP scheme, in which 

prisoners can ‘enhance’ their status (and access to ‘luxuries’ such as time out of cell, visits 

and access to televisions and video consoles) through ‘good behaviour’. While the IEP 

scheme is intended to incentivise, it is recognised by ‘prisoners, abolitionists and activist 
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groups’ as a harmful and punitive measure (Sim 2018, 175). During Crewe’s interviews with 

prisoners, ‘one prisoner argued that the IEP scheme ‘individualized you from each other’ but 

was ‘profoundly indifferent to you as an individual’ (Crewe 2007 264). The scheme 

distinguishes between ‘enhanced prisoners’ and prisoners ‘on basic’ who not only have less 

access to association time, visits and other ‘luxuries’ but are also visibly distinguishable, as 

enhanced prisoners are afforded easier access to personal clothing items. The scheme also 

fails to acknowledge personal situations, experiences or motivations which could account for 

‘negative’ IEPs. Another prisoner Crewe interviewed noted the change in requirements for 

behaviour and self-governance in prisons, commenting that: 

‘Before you just did your time and you got out. There was nothing required of you, except to 

go to work. Whereas now, it’s down to the slightest little thing. […] Like there’s a notice out 

there, ‘don’t fill a bucket from the hot water tap or you get a strike’. You get three strikes, 

you’re knocked down a level, you might lose your TV, [or] a couple of visits. […] Right down 

to the tiniest forms of behaviour, it’s all monitored, it’s all tied in to your future. (Interviewee 

24)’ (Crewe 2007, 263) 

While physical power may appear less visible, it is also less necessary as ‘the power of the 

pen’ has encouraged active subjects to self-govern through schemes such as IEP, which wield 

power not only over the individuals’ prison experience but also their future. Prisoners who 

achieve enhanced IEP status are usually deemed to be lower risk and are consequentially 

more likely to be considered for parole, or to have fewer probation restrictions upon release. 

The lack of visibility of power in the contemporary prison estate, alongside its far-reaching 

and unpredictable impacts may contribute to feelings of uncertainty in the prison 

environment.  

2.5.1.3 Resisting Governmentality in Prisons  

While, as the above sections demonstrate, we can understand the contemporary prison as 

shaped by a neoliberal governmentality, penological and performance literature also 

documents the ways in which prisoners can enact resistance in this system. In Pathologies of 

Hope in Theatre and Drama, Kershaw states that:  

‘Between the practised smile and the panoptic eye, between the politician and the policeman, 

between human rights and legalised oppression, in any system designed by some to control 

others, there will almost always be a space for resistance’ (Kershaw 1998, 68). 
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This is particularly key to Chapter 7, in which I illustrate the ways in practitioners and 

participants in prison theatre find spaces for resistance. In order to understand resistance, I 

draw upon Ugelvik’s definition as an act that can be ‘constructive, creative, inventive and 

playful’ (2014, 9). He explains that resistance is ‘largely about refusing and looking past the 

given, finding and exploring opportunities and mastering a situation’ (ibid, 8). For Ugelvik, an 

act of resistance must be directly opposing a form of power, although he acknowledges the 

expansive and pervasive nature of a governmental power in prison, and therefore resistance 

is understood not only as attempts to oppose power directly, but also as ‘more of an indirect 

attempt to influence or the forms of objectification the power necessarily has a by-product’ 

(ibid, 44).   

In Power and Resistance in Prison: Doing Time, Doing Freedom, Ugelvik (2014) draws upon 

Crewe to distinguish acts of resistance from ‘attempts to cope’ in prison (ibid, 42). While this 

idea offers a clear definition of resistance by delineating between resistance and other acts 

of living, it can be critiqued using Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcazar’s (2018) concept of 

‘embodied weariness’. They identify that the effects of neoliberal policy, specifically austerity 

policy, can  be experienced and enacted as ‘flatness of impasse’ (Wilkinson & Ortega-Alcazar 

2018, 3) or ‘a gradual slow wearing out that comes with having to endure everyday hardship’ 

(ibid). This suffering can reduce both capacity to flourish and capacity for large, significant 

protest, as the individual’s focus settles on ‘simply trying their best to get by’ (ibid, 9). 

However, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcazar identify that it would be adhering to a neoliberal, 

individualised framework to dismiss the stories of those enacting suffering through 

weariness as apathetic or apolitical. They instead suggest that weariness can be understood 

as a way both coping, ‘as a form of action, a redirection of energy’ (ibid, 7) and a ‘slow 

resistance: a form of politics that is not spectacular or public, but instead often hidden, 

gradual and difficult to detect’ (ibid, 3). They suggest that engaging in ‘everyday ways of 

coping’ (ibid) is a form of pragmatism by those who have experience of the risks and potential 

losses when navigating suffering as a result of austerity policy and can be conceptualised as 

a form of resistance which ‘is expressed as nothing more than a quiet murmur’ (ibid, 10). In 

relation to the prison, the self-regulation prisoners partake in in order to negotiate a 

neoliberal governmentality in prison could be conceptualised not as compliance but as a 

pragmatic and calculated coping strategy and a ‘quiet’ act of resistance. 

The idea of coping as a form of resistance can also be found in Wade’s (1997) idea of ‘small 

acts of living’. He recognises the complex relationship between oppression, identifying that 

‘persons who engage in acts of violence or oppression can normally be counted on to suppress 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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any perceived challenge to their authority, often with a ferocity that dramatically exceeds the 

original violation’ (Wade 1997, 29) and explain that it is ‘for this reason, open defiance is the 

least common form of resistance’ (ibid, 30). Therefore, he defines resistance as: 

‘Any mental or behavioural act through which a person attempts to expose, withstand, repel, 

stop, prevent, abstain from, strive against, impede, refuse to comply with, or oppose any form 

of violence or oppression (including any type of disrespect), or the conditions that make such 

acts possible, may be understood as a form of resistance… Further, any attempt to imagine 

or establish a life based on respect and equality, on behalf of one's self or others, including 

any effort to redress the harm caused by violence or other forms of oppression, represents a 

de facto form of resistance’ (ibid, 24). 

For Wade, these ‘small’ or ‘everyday’ (ibid) acts of resistance are ‘vitally important’ for 

people’s sense of control over a situation. This is particularly pertinent to the neoliberal 

prison which enacts a pervasive and intangible soft power. Therefore, while I take from 

Ugelvik’s definition of resistance as ‘constructive, creative, inventive and playful’ (2014, 9) 

and concerned with power, I expand it to include acts of coping and attempts to ‘imagine or 

establish a life based on respect and equality’ (Wade 1997, 24) in order to avoid reproducing 

neoliberal rhetorics of productivity or the stigmatisation of those too ‘weary’ (Wilkinson and 

Ortega-Alcazar 2018) to engage in active resistance.  

2.5.2 Governmentality and Prison Theatre  

Harvie (2013) notes that neoliberalism’s determination to minimise state intervention and 

regulation is dependent upon a widely dispersed and insidious governmentality. She asks: 

‘Might these proliferating forms of socially turned art contribute to neoliberal 

governmentality? Might they sometimes offer a spectacle of communication and social 

engagement rather more than a qualitatively and sustainably rich and even critical 

engagement? Might they exacerbate inequalities more than they diminish them, for example 

by effectively limiting how much engagement they divest to their audiences? And might they 

operate insidiously as a distraction, offering pleasantly diverting opportunities for social 

engagement and equality but ones which can only ever be temporary and limited, and which 

cannot remotely begin to compensate for the larger and would-be secure structures of social 

welfare that are simultaneously being dismantled and potentially destroyed?’ (ibid, 3) 

These ideas of the instrumentalisation of arts practice are particularly pertinent to theatre 

in prison, as Thompson notes in his chapter From the Stocks to the Stage: Prison Theatre and 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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the Theatre of Prison (2004). Thompson warns against the dangers of ‘performing reform’ 

and posits that prison theatre, especially that which involves a rehabilitative element, can 

result in the performance of punishment. He explores the paradoxes of working within 

systems of formalised power and calls for practitioners to critically engage with their praxis. 

He cautions that, without this, theatre in prison can be understood as ‘the modern day 

version of the stocks’ (ibid, 57), reproducing forms of indirect power that Crewe (2007) 

argues are characteristic of prison under neoliberal governmentality. Thompson notes that 

theatre practice can be utilised within a framework of ‘retribution’ or ‘accountability’ (2004, 

64), asking prisoners to perform their own reform or rehabilitation, and therefore enact 

further forms of self-governance (Crewe 2007).  

In Prison Theatre and the Global Crisis of Incarceration, Lucas analyses a number of global 

prison theatre projects, exploring prison theatre’s potential for cultivating hope, community, 

professionalisation and social change. For her, the performance of what she describes as ‘the 

redemption narrative’ (2021, 145) is in opposition to practice which offers a sense of hope, 

community or the possibility of change as ‘human beings cannot grow or function when they 

are tethered permanently and irrevocably to the past, when things that cannot be changed 

become the sum total of a person’s existence and the potential to be anything else in the 

future’ (ibid 146). Here we can see the ways in which theatre practice can resist or enact a 

neoliberal governmentality, an idea explored by Hughes and Ruding who explore theatre 

projects in youth justice settings and ask whether these projects, which were explicitly 

designed to change the participants’ attitudes or behaviours, ‘simply help young people 

adjust more effectively to an oppressive reality that will continue to disenfranchise them?’ 

(2009, 223). The idea of theatre practice reproducing a neoliberal governmentality was 

reflected on by Busby (2021). In her chapter Dancing in the Wings: Does Prison Theatre Offer 

a Radical Containment or a Pedagogy of Utopia? she examines a specific theatre project, 

based around families in a UK prison and examines how the project ‘functions on a continuum 

of radical intervention and radical containment’ (2021, 165). The potential for theatre 

practice to both resist and reinforce a neoliberal governmentality in prisons is key to this 

study, and highlights the complexities of delivering careful and radical practice within a 

punitive institution.  

Balfour (2004) echoes these complexities in Theatre in Prison: Theory and Practice, 

identifying the difficult balances, paradoxes and contradictions that practitioners must 

negotiate when working within systems of oppression. He recognises that ‘contemporary 

artists have been successful in breaking into prisons and persuading institutions to legitimise 
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artistic activity’ (2004, 3) and acknowledges that this legitimisation can be a requirement in 

order to negotiate working in prisons. However, he also warns that this legitimisation 

necessitates compromise, careful negotiation and a risk of complicity with the very systems 

of oppression from which theatre practice attempts to offer an escape. Shailor provides an 

illustration of this risk when he explains that, as a prison theatre practitioner, he was also ‘an 

unwilling participant in the prison apparatus of security, control, and punishment’ (2021, 

419). He warns that prison theatre can ‘oil the gears of the incarceration machine – by going 

along to get along, and providing a recreational outlet for prisoners, without changing 

fundamental institutional structures’ (ibid). In Prison Cultures: Performance, Resistance and 

Desire, Walsh further reiterates this idea, stating that ‘the demands of sanctioned entry into 

a secure institution invites complicity with its narratives’ (2019, 82). The practice of ‘going 

along to get along’, and the potential implications of ‘complicity’ with the prison regime will 

be particularly explored in Chapter 6. 

Both Balfour (2009) and, later, McAvinchey (2011) examine the compromises that 

practitioners make in order to negotiate UK prisons. Both explore the language that the 

practitioners must utilise to justify their work to prisons and Balfour warns that: 

‘The language used to justify artistic activities in prison becomes functional, for example 

drama may become ‘social skills’; performance may become ‘life-skill rehearsals’; the arts are 

justified as tools of the prison to increase self-esteem and team building – everything must 

be justified in pragmatic, physical terms’ (2004, 7). 

In Theatre and Prisons McAvinchey notes the ‘business like’ language practitioners employ 

when selling projects to prisons (2011, 77), reflecting the commodification of prisons and 

marketisation of prison theatre (ibid). McAvinchey believes that ‘the pioneering, radical 

spirit’ (ibid) of prison theatre can be compromised when it is framed as quantifiable, with a 

focus on its economic value, efficiency and effectiveness. This idea positions theatre makers 

as ‘rational actors’ who have been ‘manipulated’ by systems of power (Crewe 2007) to create 

theatre which proliferates the key messages of the prison estate and demonstrates how both 

prisoners and practitioners are subject to neoliberal governmental forces. 

2.6 The Psychosocial Impacts of Neoliberalism  

Psychoanalyst Layton conceptualises the practical and psychosocial changes wrought by 

neoliberalism as producing a collective experience of social trauma, the antecedents of 

which include ‘a shameful gap between rich and poor’, and precarity caused by shifts in 

labour markets that offer ‘little to no security to the workforce’ (2010, 307), exacerbated by 
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a perceived indifference from political leaders and employers (ibid). Layton identifies the 

welfare state as ‘an agent that fosters social solidarity and a sense of agency’ (ibid). She 

reasons that, in the withdrawal of the welfare state in the US as a result of neoliberal policies, 

‘we have been essentially abandoned by our collective containers’ (ibid) and that this 

abandonment has bred an anxiety which has been channelled towards individual rather than 

collective solutions (ibid). Layton believes that this focus on the individual and accompanying 

political apathy, which she identifies as unique to the last 30 years of neoliberal policies, 

(ibid) are not due to a sense of greed, but rather are a defence against, and a reasonable 

response to, a social trauma, which she understands as derived from ‘consistently unmet 

dependency needs and profound relational failure’ (ibid, 305).   

In Feeling the Squeeze (2018) Stenning explores how the effects of neoliberal austerity 

policies, specifically policies that have resulted in precarious employment and financial 

strain, have permeated into the homes of low-to-middle income families. She draws upon 

geographical literature which explores: 

‘The everyday and emotional aspects of the cuts, transformations, remakings and losses of 

austere times, particularly exploring the ways in which these are experienced in families, 

homes, communities, and workplaces’ (2018, 1) 

Stenning takes a ‘particularly psychosocial perspective’ (ibid, 2), drawing upon work from 

Layton et al (2006), Peltz (2006) and Hoggett (2006), who posit that ‘these kinds of socio-

economic transformations are always experienced both psychically and socially’ (Stenning 

2018, 2). She examines the interplay between the macro and micro, specifically the personal 

and social lives of low-to-middle income families in the North East of England to highlight 

how: 

‘Austerity is experienced psychosocially; workplace restructuring and sectoral crises, for 

example, had material impacts through job loss, house moves, domestic budget pressures 

and choices, and credit card debts, but these can barely be separated from the fear, stress, 

disbelief, anxiety, and even moments of hope and humour’ (Stenning 2018, 6).  

She demonstrates how the ‘big stuff’ can be felt in the micro and links ‘little effects’ (such as 

rising prices and falling incomes) with ‘little acts’ (such as being ‘tight’ or miserly with money) 

that have ‘little affects’ (unease, sadness, shame) (2018, 7).  

Literature from fields including geography, sociology and psychosocial studies explores how 

austerity can be felt and enacted, especially by those disproportionately affected by the 
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programme, and the intra-psychic and relational wounds that result (Frost & Hoggett 2008). 

As Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcazar identify, ‘state failures become internalised as personal 

failures’ (2018, 8), and these failures can often be felt in ‘subdued, hidden and mundane 

ways’ and experienced ‘not as a catastrophe but as a slow and steady deterioration’ 

(Wilkinson & Ortega-Alcazar 2018, 2). While the literature identifies a number of varying 

ways in which these changes are felt and the impact of them, the most prevalent ways that 

austerity is internalised are broadly identified by the literature as anxiety and stress, loss and 

grief, shame and failure and isolation.   

Pimlott Wilson (2017) highlights the emotional burden felt by young people as a result of a 

landscape of austerity policy. Her study explores anxiety experienced by young people 

‘conforming to dominant neoliberal visions of success at a time of economic uncertainty’ 

(ibid, 1). Pimlott Wilson found that the emotional burdens felt by young people in a context 

of austerity comes not only in the form of anxiety about an inability or unwillingness to 

conform to current neoliberal benchmarks of success, but also from what she terms 

‘anticipated emotions’ (ibid). These relate to the worry that young people feel about their 

inability to meet future neoliberal expectations, especially in relation to the job market and 

their role as productive citizens. 

One of the key facets of the anticipated anxiety identified in Pimlott Wilson’s study was worry 

about ‘failure’. A rise in unemployment and precarious employment opportunities (Haddad 

2012) caused by austerity is compounded by a neoliberal rhetoric of the productive citizen 

(Mavelli 2018) and feelings of failure and shame have become prevalent in literature around 

the way austerity is felt. As Lister suggests, ‘where the problem of poverty is typically 

individualised and blamed on the poor...It is likely that those affected will make sense of their 

situation in individualised, often self-blaming terms’ (2003, 150). This is corroborated in 

studies around worklessness from Baumberg (2016), Garthwaite (2015), Psychologists 

against Austerity (2016) and Frost and Hoggett (2008). 

Frost and Hoggett (2008) draw upon symbolic interactionism (Goffman 1968, Giddens 1991) 

to examine how stigma and shame become embodied in a context of austerity policy. The 

paper examines understandings of social suffering as experienced internally and within 

structural inequalities and power relations and examines loss in relation to the breaking 

down of communities and subsequent losses of both social and self-esteem (Frost & Hoggett 

2008). Drawing from Goffman, Frost and Hoggett bring attention to the idea that those who 

internalise shame as a result of falling short of the ideal subject under a neoliberal rhetoric 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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experience ‘double suffering’. They explain this as an initial suffering, that cannot be 

processed and the ‘dysfunctional defences’ against this suffering, for example drug or alcohol 

abuse, which means that ‘the individual’s response to suffering causes further suffering to 

both self and others’ (ibid, 449). This ‘double suffering’ allows the subject to become ‘alive 

to what others see as his failing, inevitably causing him to agree that he inevitably does fall 

short of what he really ought to be’ (Goffman 1968, 18 quoted in Frost & Hoggett 2008, 444), 

further compounding a sense of shame. Pemberton et al’s research with people experiencing 

poverty echoes the idea of shame stating that ‘our own sense of humanity is a hostage to 

categorising judgements of others’ (2016, 9).  Frost and Hoggett argue that, as feelings of 

failure are internalised and felt within the context of an individual’s cultural and personal 

understanding, shame is experienced on multiple levels, and as ‘all embracing’ (Frost & 

Hoggett 2008, 445). They believe that shame as a result of failing, or ‘falling short’ can lead 

individuals to feel that they no longer fit into the group, resulting in feelings of isolation or 

loss of identity, with ‘ramifications for various aspects of selfhood’ (ibid).   

Loss is also a pertinent theme in psychosocial research around neoliberalism, especially in 

literature relating to austerity. Frost and Hoggett hypothesise that, in a broader neoliberal 

landscape, ‘the demise of traditional working class labour’ (2008, 447) has resulted in the 

loss of specific sources of pride (such as pride in physical strength and hard graft) as well as 

a sense of community, affecting self-esteem and recognition alongside a social identity. In 

the more recent period of austerity, loss has been experienced in relation to a loss of secure 

employment and housing and consistent, reliable benefits. This has further resulted in loss 

of community and support networks (Pemberton et al 2016, Psychologists against Austerity 

2016), loss of self-esteem (Frost & Hoggett 2008), anticipated loss of a ‘successful’ future 

(Pimlott Wilson 2017) and loss of social identity (Frost & Hoggett 2008). This loss can become 

both individualised and internalised (ibid), resulting in grief, shame, and social isolation. And 

while, in the context of austerity, Clarke & Newman argue that the state employed the idea 

that ‘we’re all in this together’ in order to encourage citizens to feel as if they are engaging 

in a process of ‘collective pain sharing’ (2012, 303), there is much literature identifying the 

tangible impact of a neoliberal rhetoric of individualism. This includes the loss of community 

centres and spaces and the disempowerment of unions (Towers 1989), resulting in feelings 

of isolation and economic competition’ (Pimlott Wilson 2017).  

Pimlott Wilson argues that increasing emphasis placed on the value of ‘institutionalised 

capital’ creates rivalry and competition between those in the current labour market (2017, 

4). This competition is compounded by a discourse of ‘strivers and skivers’ or ‘workers vs 
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shirkers’ which, in a welfare context, delineates between ‘the deserving poor’ and those who 

simply do not work hard enough. This results in a social isolation that operates on multiple 

levels, as those who are not deemed successful by the neoliberal agenda are isolated from 

wider society and, as Pemberton et al (2016) identified in their study with people 

experiencing poverty, a divide between those isolated appears, diminishing a sense of 

community and increasing loneliness. Pemberton et al argue that the stigma attached to 

poverty encourages those who experience it to ‘demarcate themselves as being poor as a 

consequence of ‘misfortunate events’’ rather than their circumstances resulting from 

personal failings (2016, 7). Their study identified that the ‘workers vs shirkers’ dichotomy 

‘has had a particularly insidious impact on wider social relationships’ (ibid, 8). Their research 

found that political rhetoric had served to create an environment of opposition and hostility 

between neighbours and peers as almost all of their research participants attempted to 

dissociate themselves from stigmatised labels like ‘poor’ by ‘othering’ groups who may be 

more ‘undeserving’ of welfare, such as young people, single parents and migrants (ibid). A 

consequence of this, they suggest, is ‘the erosion of solidarity among social security 

recipients’ (ibid, 9), resulting in increased loneliness and isolation away from those with 

similar needs and experiences. This increases marginalisation and further compounds 

feelings of shame, anxiety, fear and loss, reflecting a neoliberal rhetoric of individualism and 

a scorn of the welfare state.  

An understanding of the psychosocial effects of neoliberal rhetoric and austerity policy 

enables further exploration into the ways in which these can be felt and enacted in prison 

and arts environments. This exploration will underpin my study and enable an analysis of 

how neoliberal ideals have permeated and shaped the social and psychosocial realities and 

narratives of those who have experienced arts practice in prisons. 

2.6.1 Prisons and the Psychosocial Impacts of Neoliberalism  

Frost and Hoggett argue that the embodied effects of neoliberalism can result in what they 

term ‘enacted suffering’, positing that ‘experience which cannot be thought about and voiced 

will often find expression in action’ (2008, 450). They identify that ‘one of the most visible 

forms’ of enacted suffering (ibid) is anti-social behaviour, and theorise this in terms of young 

people, suggesting that: 

‘Such failures in early life, compounded by experiences in school and the labour market, 

convince the young adult that the environment is untrustworthy. Consequently they provoke 

the environment believing it will ultimately let them down, a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. 
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Denied recognition in home, school and work some people find recognition in drugs, in gang 

life, in the projection of hardness and in the enactment of physical and sexual violence. 

Through the enactment of their suffering powerless subjects assert an unreflexive agency and 

this wounded and unpremeditated response, when collectively undertaken, becomes 

interpreted by the media and policy makers as a ‘social problem’ (Frost and Hoggett 2008, 

450).  

This idea of enacted suffering is particularly pertinent to the prison population, especially in 

the context of 24% of people in prison having experienced the care system, 41% having 

witnessed violence in the home as a child (Ministry of Justice 2012c) and 25% having a 

diagnosis of depression or anxiety (Ministry of Justice 2012a). This enacted suffering can also 

result in Frost and Hoggett’s idea of ‘double suffering’ as a ‘person becomes ‘disliked’ – 

perhaps avoided; unwelcome in social groups, struggling to form friendships or to find 

personal love and esteem’ (2008, 454). They identify that ‘hurt produces more hurt’ and that 

when an individual’s needs for ‘love, respect and esteem’ (Honneth 1995, xi) are not met, 

this hurt can result in cyclical enacted suffering. This idea of double suffering, at its extreme, 

can be applied to the prison estate. Prison, as a separation from society, can be 

conceptualised as an amplified experience of being ‘unwelcome in social groups’ (Frost & 

Hoggett 2008, 454) and the experience of prison can reinforce the idea of ‘suffering, 

powerless subjects’ and further exacerbate enacted suffering.  

Crewe examines the impact of prisons on the psychosocial wellbeing of prisoners by noting 

that while the contemporary prison may be conceptualised as ‘softer’ and ‘more civilized’ 

than previous prison formations, ‘power operates within it in ways that are insidious, 

intangible, opaque and highly effective’ (Crewe 2007, 256). Alongside ever-changing targets 

and requirements, a shift in officer – prisoner relationships and intangible and untrustworthy 

power structures, governor discretion also contributes to feelings of uncertainty and 

ontological insecurity amongst prisoners. Devolution of power to individual prison governors 

and establishments has led to a differentiation in cultures and regimes from prison to prison, 

and prisoners often have to adapt to new surroundings and practices each time they move 

to a new establishment, adding to feelings of uncertainty. This is one example of how power 

has expanded into psychological territory. Crewe argues that ‘the prison’s coercive potential 

is always coiled in the background, but it is now difficult to predict when it might be activated’ 

(2011a, 513). He explores uncertainty both in terms of the uncertainty prisoners experience 

in the present, and an uncertainty around their future as ‘opaque’ mechanics of assessing 
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risk (ibid, 515). Moreover, the ‘power of the pen’ can have unpredictable impacts on release 

dates and probation restrictions.   

That institutional power is less tangible and wider-reaching than in previous prison 

formations (Crewe 2007) means that prisoners are no longer able to trust their prior 

understandings of the lived realities of the prison estate. This can lead to the experience of 

what Giddens terms ‘ontological insecurity’ (1991), which may not only affect their mental 

health but also the decisions that they make and relationships that they build while in prison, 

once again linking back to ideas of indirect power and self-governance. 

2.6.2 Arts and the Psychosocial Impacts of Neoliberalism  

Harvie argues that cuts in government arts funding and an increased reliance on private 

funding streams has resulted in competitiveness within the industry and arts organisations 

which: 

‘Privatises theatre and other arts in ways that put them at risk of producing some of the worst 

effects of the neoliberal market such as intensifying the precarity of arts labour and making 

it labour that is increasingly only affordable to the independently wealthy, in other words, 

those who can afford to work for free’ (2013, 185). 

The idea of precarious employment for artists is also addressed by Jackson who situates arts 

practice within ‘a pervasively unpredictable terrain of employment … work that is without 

health care benefits or other safety nets, under-paid, part-time, unprotected, short-term, 

unsustainable, risky’ (2012, 33). As Benach and Muntaner (2007) note, this precarious 

employment can often result in a lack of unionisation and benefits and general insecurity, 

impacting on individuals’ stress and anxiety levels.  

Harvie expands on this idea, identifying that austerity measures are threatening ‘both the 

creativity and survival of many arts organisations and pressuring them increasingly to rely on 

free labour – the privilege of those who can support themselves independently’ (2013, 15). 

Harvie notes the rise of unpaid internships and volunteers, identifying that working in the 

arts is a privilege that many are priced out of. This idea is echoed throughout literature 

around policy and employment in the cultural and creative industries (Brook et al. 2018, 

Dubois 2015, Eikhof & Warhurst 2013, McRobbie 2016) and Belfiore notes that these sorts 

of requirements keep access to employment within the creative industries as ‘the preserve 

of the privileged’ (Belfiore 2021, 3). 
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Harvie identifies that even those who are able to work within the arts must reconceptualise 

it as entrepreneurship. She draws upon O’Connor (2010) to argue that arts have been 

absorbed into a neoliberal cultural industry. She tracks a shift that was set into motion by 

New Labour’s demands that ‘artists act in increasingly entrepreneurial ways’ (2013, 68) and 

offers examples including ‘numerous creative industry mapping documents’ (ibid, 67) and a 

rise in self-employment and freelance work. Harvie acknowledges the benefits of a shift 

towards arts as an integral part of Britain’s cultural fabric, but identifies that the shift has 

negatively affected arts practice in: 

‘Three crucial ways. One, it insists that art prioritises self-interest and individualism. Two, it 

requires art to acquiesce to creative destruction as an inevitable by-product of innovation … 

And three, it obliges art relentlessly to pursue productivity, permanent growth and profit.’ 

(ibid, 63).  

By ‘creative destruction’, Harvie is referring to an accepted neoliberal rhetoric that 

destruction is necessary for creative growth. She notes that: 

‘This form of destruction is a particularly acute risk within the arts which demonstrate vividly 

that it is not just outdated technologies that are at risk of ‘creative’ destruction and 

replacement but workers, livelihoods – in so many words, people.’ (ibid, 78) 

This ‘relentless pursuit’ of productivity, growth and profit creates competition between arts 

organisations for limited funding, and can result in compromised arts practice, necessarily 

complicit with a neoliberal agenda in order to survive and yet ‘passed off as critical social 

interventions’ (ibid, 2).  

While the impact of neoliberalism on the psychosocial wellbeing of individuals can magnify 

narratives of productivity and marketisation, we may also observe the emergence of 

‘narratives of resistance’ (Simpson et al 2019, 398). During their research into the narratives 

of creative arts practitioners working in the criminal justice system, Simpson et al (2019) 

identify feelings of otherness and outsider status as key to narratives and experiences of 

practitioners. They divide these feelings of otherness into six categories of alterity, which 

include ‘anti authority/protest’ and ‘reject status quo’ (ibid, 389). Within the latter, Simpson 

et al drew upon ideas from Mishler (1999) to explain that arts practitioners are conscious of 

the reality of living and working within a neoliberal climate. Their attempts to negotiate this 

reality can be conceptualised as internalised ‘narratives of resistance’. Therefore, it is 
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necessary that this study concerns itself both with the dominant discourses presented by 

neoliberalism and the counter-narratives that emerge in response to this. 

2.7 Care   

Care is a pertinent theme to this project given the hostile and, arguably, uncaring landscapes 

of both prison (Foucault 1991b) and a neoliberal society (Stuart Fisher 2020). Invariably, as 

Thompson (2020) warns, theatre practice taking place in environments such as prisons can 

be positioned by practitioners and scholars as inherently caring. This research problematises 

the idea that delivering any sort of arts practice in prison is a caring act, examining the 

unexpected and unquantifiable ways that theatre can enact care, and the discipline’s 

potential to enact harm, as well as attending to expressions of care in a broader prison 

context.   

Within this study care is defined as both a ‘practice and value’ (Stuart Fisher 2020, 3), as it 

pertains both to the act of delivering theatre practice in prisons and the ethics that drive the 

act. Care ethicist Held describes care as ‘the characterisation of a social relation’ (2006, 42). 

This resonates with this study due the intricate and complex social and relational 

negotiations required by both prisoners and theatre practitioners in a prison setting. This 

study also pays attention to Tronto’s ‘ethical elements of care’ which she describes as 

‘attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness’ (2009, 127). These elements 

are pertinent to this study as I examine care in both a personal and professional context, 

attending to the interactions between the two and ideas of responsibility and ownership 

over caring roles. 

Care ethicist Hamington describes care as ‘a political, embodied performance’ (2015, 3). This 

engagement with politics and performativity makes care ethics a useful lens through which 

to analyse how theatre practice can negotiate a prison environment negatively impacted by 

neoliberalism. Hamington’s understanding of care as performative means that, for him, ‘a 

holistic mind-body approach is needed if we are going to foster greater care in our society.’ 

(Hamington 2015, 11). This idea enables an exploration into how theatre, a performative art 

form, can implement care, using both the mind and the body to engage with the practical 

and psychosocial impacts of neoliberalism.  

2.7.1 Care and Neoliberalism 

Tronto argues that ‘we cannot understand an ethic of care until we place such an ethic in its 

full moral and political context’ (1993, 125). This section attempts to situate care within the 

context of neoliberalism by identifying some of the challenges posed by delivering care 
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within a contemporary neoliberal landscape. Practically, these include financial cuts to care 

services (Bottery & Babalola 2020) or what The Care Collective, a collection of academics and 

activists who ‘aim to understand and address the multiple crises of care’ (2020) describes as 

the ruthless ‘dismantling of welfare states’ (ibid, 3) and an increase in registered unpaid 

carers (Buckner & Yeandle 2015). Many of the challenges are exacerbated by a 

commodification of care, or the ‘neoliberal view of care as a marketable commodity’ (Tronto 

2013, 13) through which, as Stuart Fisher (2020, 6) argues, care has shifted towards a service 

that can be bought in ‘rather than something we expect to do’. This commodification can be 

understood as a landscape in which ‘the inherently careless practice of ‘growing the 

economy’ has taken priority over ensuring the well-being of citizens’ (The Care Collective 

2020, 8) and as a shift away from expectations of familial and community care towards care 

for the elderly, disabled and children as a form of paid work (Claassen 2011).  

As a form of waged labour, care work is often conceptualised as ‘unskilled’ labour and is 

repeatedly undervalued on a societal and political stage (Tronto 2009). It is frequently 

positioned as an undesirable and precarious form of work carried out by untrained and often 

‘disempowered’ groups, including working class women and migrants (ibid). The Care 

Collective explains that ‘ongoing exploitation, understaffing, poor pay, time constraints, 

inadequate or non-existent job security and a lack of training and support’ severely 

diminishes these groups’ capacities to provide care (2020, 15). These shifts have led to a 

constricted ‘supply’ of available care, which Hoschild (2003) terms ‘care deficits’. These arise 

from an increasing need for care due to cuts to support services (Bottery & Babalola 2020), 

an increase in complex health needs (Stafford et al) and an aging population (Age UK 2019). 

The devaluing of caring labour and shifting perceptions towards care as a commodity have 

constricted ‘the supply’ of care available.  

It is salient to this study to note that, particularly in a neoliberal context, attempts to enact 

care can also be encountered as a form of social control or oppression (Stuart Fisher 2020). 

This can be seen in formal caring services such as social services (Hardy 2015), mental health 

services (Dein & Williams 2008, Cook 2000) and prisons (Halsey & Deegan 2016). Thompson 

(2020, 222) describes this as ‘paternalism in the relationship between the carer and the ‘blind’ 

cared for, where one ultimately maintains the direction and power over the other’, eliciting 

questions around the ‘caring relationship’ and power dynamics within the role of ‘carer’ and 

‘cared for’ in a neoliberal landscape which values ‘individualised notions of resilience, 

wellness and self-improvement’ (The Care Collective 2020, 2) and ‘self-realisation rather than 

dependency and interrelationality’ (Stuart Fisher 2020, 4). Joseph (2013) argues that the idea 
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of resistance is a form of neoliberal governmentality, an idea which is particularly relevant in 

a prison setting where ideas of care and control are deeply intertwined and paternalistic 

ideas of care can be utilised to make and enact decisions that may feel confusing, cruel, or 

discriminatory, in the name of care or in the ‘best interests’ of the prisoners (Sutherland 

2003).  In resisting neoliberal rhetorics of individuals and competition, The Care Collective 

calls for ‘recognising and embracing our interdependencies’ (2020, 5). They explain that ‘the 

violence perpetrated by the neoliberal markets […] has left most of us less able to provide 

care as well as less likely to receive it’ (ibid, 4) and that ‘self-interest thrives in conditions like 

these since, when our very sense of security and comfort is so fragile, it becomes harder to 

care for ourselves, let alone for others’ (ibid), describing interdependency as ‘pathologized’ 

(ibid 23). They understand this pathology as an ‘accelerated social system of organised 

loneliness’ (ibid, 45) and suggest that a recognition and celebration of our interdependency, 

that is our need to both give and receive care, enhances our ability to reimagine a caring 

society. This idea is key to Chapter 7 which conceptualises connection as a form of resistance 

to the ‘organised loneliness’ cultivated by a neoliberal landscape. 

In relation to theatre and performance, Stuart Fisher (2020, 12) notes that: 

‘Performance that engages with different caring processes and settings, or that seeks to 

enact a mode of care for others, often finds itself involved within a tricky negotiation of the 

lived experience of participants marked by a lack of care and care services that are struggling 

to make ends meet. This presents socially engaged performance practitioners with a series of 

complex ethical and political challenges, precisely because these kinds of practices are often 

positioned as vehicles for overcoming shortfalls of care and for providing (temporary) 

solutions to this.’ 

Hughes and Nicholson (2016, 4) argue that these ‘kinds of practices’ tend to ‘serve 

neoliberalism well’ as, by employing a theatre company to deliver a piece of issue-based 

theatre, the prison abrogates responsibility for tackling the issue and for enacting care on a 

wider scale. Therefore, Hughes and Nicholson argue, artists must ‘seek out a presence in 

those networks that complements the resistant practices that are immanent there rather 

than adopting more acquiescent relations that flatten out practice and reflection’ (ibid), 

although the competitive neoliberal marketplace of precarious funding provides significant 

barriers to doing this.  
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2.7.2 Care in prisons  

Early works around care ethics from Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (2003) position an ethics 

of care against an ethics of justice, challenging the idea that law or justice holds more 

importance in society than the way we care for one another, and that individual 

responsibility and autonomy are valued over community or collective responsibility. More 

recently, scholars have explored this idea further, calling not for a rejection of an ethics of 

justice but instead for a questioning of it, and an understanding that care and justice can be 

‘imbricated rather than oppositional’ (Thompson 2015, 434). Thompson understands an 

ethics of care as being able to challenge perceptions and framings of justice, urging for a 

fairer system which highlights our need for interdependence (ibid). 

Research into prison life frequently identifies ‘a culture of mutual mistrust, fear, aggression 

and barely submerged violence’ (Crewe et al 2013, 57). These descriptions can pertain to the 

physical environment (Foucault 1991a), power dynamics and methods of exerting control 

(Foucault 1991a, Crewe 2011b) prison officer- prisoner relationships (Tait 2011) and prisoner 

behaviours (Jewkes 2005). These aspects of prison life, combined with a practical care deficit 

in prisons in terms of outsourced and precariously funded care services, such as family 

support work or domestic abuse provisions, can result in the cultivation of an environment 

in which values of punishment and behaviour change are overtly privileged over authentic 

care. Crewe et al’s 2013 research into the emotional geographies of prisoners identifies that 

the cultivation of this hostile and uncaring environment results in many prisoners feeling 

unable to demonstrate their ‘caring side’ (Crewe et al 2013, 65) for fear of appearing weak 

and therefore becoming vulnerable to bullying, manipulation or extortion. 

However, Crewe and colleagues also identified numerous and varied performances of care 

within a prison environment. They build upon Goffman’s (1959) theory of ‘frontstage’ and 

‘backstage’ behaviours, in which the former is the emotional performances given in public 

and the latter being where private performances of emotion take place. They take a more 

nuanced approach which recognises that distinctions between public and private spaces in 

prisons are often complicated and difficult to delineate. In a prison setting we may 

understand the prison cell as a backstage space in which prisoners are most able to ‘be 

themselves’. However, this is not necessarily private. The majority of male prisoners in the 

UK reside in shared cells (HM Inspectorate of Prisons 2017), despite Rule 18.5 of the 

European Prison Rules (Council of Europe 2006, 10) stating that ‘prisoners shall normally be 

accommodated during the night in individual cells except where it is preferable for them to 
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share sleeping accommodation’, and prisoners can be subject to unscheduled and 

unexpected spot checks by officers.  

The blurring of ideas of privacy and ideas of front and backstage areas means that displays 

of care and emotion may seep into many aspects of prison life, ‘within dyadic friendships, 

among cell-mates, within small friendship groups or with trusted members of staff’ (Crewe 

et al 2013, 66). These relational displays of care may include making cups of tea for one 

another in the morning, knocking on cell walls to wish people goodnight (ibid), communal 

cooking in cells where possible (Godderis 2006) and even, in a case I personally witnessed, 

teaching one another how to make friendship bracelets for their children. Of note is the 

domestic nature of these actions. As Crawley (2004, 415) identified in her study of the 

emotional performances of prison officers: 

‘Prisons are domestic in character precisely because they are places in which people have to 

live … In prisons, therefore, we find pet birds, family photographs, gossip and rumour, 

shopping lists for canteen purchases, football talk, arguments over TV programmes, over 

personal possessions, over lack of privacy and so on…In common with the home, where 

familiarity and boredom often degenerates into bickering and squabbles, interactions 

between prisoners, and between prisoners and staff are often punctuated by sulks, rows, fall-

outs and minor disagreements. In the process of settling these disputes, officers and prisoners 

cajole, flatter, take offence, get angry, offer advice, placate, tease each other and so on – this 

is as much a part of the complex business of living together in a prison as it is elsewhere.’  

This link to the domestic, both in terms of action and emotion, is pertinent to this study in 

terms of the ways in which we conceptualise and value the ethics and performances of care 

in prisons, and in the gendered nature of care within a hyper masculine prison environment 

(Crewe et al 2013). As many care ethicists and scholars note, care is inextricably linked to 

gender both in its ideological positioning as women’s work and the fact that traditionally, 

women have held the majority of care work positions (Tronto 2009, Tait 2011, The Care 

Collective 2020). Performances of care in prisons allow traditional expressions of masculine 

stereotypes to be ‘temporarily softened’ (Crewe et al 2013, 71) and, Crewe and colleagues 

(ibid) hope, might create spaces for prisons to ‘promote forms of gender and selfhood that 

are more progressive than the hardened masculinities described in most accounts of prison 

life’. This is particularly relevant in the context of theatre practice, given the gendered 

stereotypes of the arts (Bihagen & Katz-Gerro 2000, Cann 2014, Cann 2015, Lagaert et al 

2017). 
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Alongside performances of care through relational acts in prison, Crewe et al (2013, 57) also 

argue that within prisons are ‘emotion zones’. These differ from Goffman’s idea of 

‘frontstage and backstage’ in that many of the zones which may be perceived as ‘frontstage’ 

allow for the performances of ‘backstage’ emotions. Crewe et al provide examples of these 

zones which included; visits halls, where the presence of children and families seemingly 

creates a space in which displays of emotions are acceptable and do not become a point of 

ridicule back on the wings; in gyms, where prisoners openly provide verbal and physical 

encouragement and support to one another; and in education and classroom settings, which 

is particularly pertinent to this study as it is where many theatre projects are likely to take 

place.  

Within a prison environment, classroom spaces not only offer opportunities for learning but 

for exploring new roles and identities (Nicholson 2005) and emotional disclosure and release 

(Crewe et al 2013, 68), through careful cultivation by teachers and facilitators. This 

cultivation, Crewe et al argue, includes teachers minimising their punitive powers and 

allowing their authority to be challenged. This may include addressing prisoners by their first 

names and vice versa, teachers showing interest in prisoners and their advancement, 

addressing them as individuals ‘rather than abstract units’ and ‘imparting a sense of care, 

and a concern for the future, that was often absent from the wings’ (2013, 68).  They also 

noted that teachers provided small treats and snacks, such as biscuits, which Crewe et al 

argue ‘symbolized care’ (ibid). The use of food in prisons is well documented as a tool for 

building community, reclaiming culture and identity and as an opportunity for resistance 

(Godderis 2006, Ugelvik 2011, Valentine & Longstaff 1998), as well for allowing prisons to 

enter and impact upon the physical body of the prisoner (Godderis 2006). During the data 

collection of this project, food as a form of care was made reference to frequently, both 

within the emotion zone of a drama classroom and within the arguably ‘backstage’ zones. 

This idea will be attended to in Chapter 7.  

The organisation of the prison into emotion zones is key to this study as it is a consequence 

of the enactment of neoliberal power, both by those who govern the prison estate and by 

the prisoners themselves. Within this, theatre practice has the opportunity to channel this 

emotional expressivity into performance, developing trusting, professional and caring 

relationships and, arguably, cultivating a new emotion zone, and in a small way, resisting and 

disrupting the neoliberal organisation of space, and of power, within a prison context. 
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2.7.3 Theatre and Care 

Within theatre and performance research, care is a relatively new area of study. Key to the 

development of this was Thompson’s 2015 article Towards an Aesthetics of Care. In a 

neoliberal society, where ‘we have been essentially abandoned by our collective containers’ 

(Layton 2010, 307), Thompson proposes an engagement with an ethics of care by theatre 

practitioners. His starting point is ‘the simplistic statement that art making takes place in a 

series of relational acts’ (Thompson 2015, 436). He uses this to explain how employing care 

into these relational acts can develop more careful performance projects which not only 

encourage playing with and exploring boundaries but also provide a safe and thoughtful 

environment in which participants can experiment with new roles, emotions, experiences 

and worlds. Thompson then draws upon Bourriaud’s idea that making art can be a ‘proposal 

to live in a shared world’ (2002, 22). He uses this to explore how implementing care into 

theatre practice can help to develop projects in which performers and participants create 

worlds and negotiate their place within those worlds through a series of relational acts. While 

literature on care and theatre is in its early stages, the importance of relationality is also 

recognised by Smith, a practice-based researcher working creatively with refugees, asylum 

seekers and migrants, who says that:  

‘The culture of care magnifies effectiveness of the project, as a facilitator cannot offer 

individualized care to all, but by generating this sense of responsibility for one another within 

the group, it increases the effectiveness of the project’ (2014, 182) 

Thompson (2015) draws upon an ethics of care to serve as a foundation for an aesthetics of 

care, which he defines as both a set of values and practice. He outlines the difference 

between an ethics of care and an aesthetics of care, explaining: 

‘Where an ethics of care focuses upon the values inherent, exhibited or perhaps desired within 

these human interdependencies, the aesthetics of care seeks to focus upon how the sensory 

and affective are realised in human relations fostered in art projects.’ (ibid, 436). 

While care ethics can be framed as a fleeting interaction, Thompson describes care aesthetics 

as likely to be realised in ‘more enduring, crafted encounters between people’ (ibid, 437). 

Care aesthetics seeks to ‘overcome widespread social indifference’ which, for Thompson, 

indicates a commitment to ‘deep and extended processes’ (ibid). As a practice, Thompson 

divides an aesthetics of care into preparation, execution and exhibition.  
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By preparation, Thompson refers to the planning of a theatre project. In terms of work in 

prisons, this could include developing the content of the project, building relationships with 

staff, advertising and, on occasion, recruiting for the project, alongside practical 

considerations such as ensuring that appropriate and accessible space has been provided. 

He states that to implement an aesthetics of care into theatre practice ‘would involve an 

openness and honesty of intention, the selection of artists or participants and questions of 

the location of a project’ and can ‘demonstrate and model a form of mutual regard’ (ibid). 

The limitations in control that practitioners have over the planning stages of a project in 

prison and the ways in which this can impact practitioners’ capacity to enact care in terms of 

ensuring rooms are accessible, programmes are targeted at the suitable level for the group 

and that the participants recruited feel willing and able to participate in a theatre project are 

explored in Chapter 5. 

Execution ‘focuses on the process of collaborative working on artistic projects which forge 

inter-human relationships’ (ibid, 438). Execution relies on centring activities around sharing, 

providing support and building relational solidarity within an artistic framework. He argues 

that ‘aesthetic value is located in-between people in moments of collaborative creation, 

conjoined effort and intimate exchange’ (ibid). Within this thesis, this is demonstrated 

through examples of relationships formed, moments of joy shared and support given in the 

narratives collected. 

Exhibition can vary significantly depending on the project. On occasion, an aesthetics of care 

can be found in the decision to not formally exhibit a performance. In a prison setting, 

performances are often exhibited for governors or senior leadership teams to demonstrate 

learning or a change in attitudes or behaviours, raising the question, ‘who is the performance 

for?’ In these instances, exhibition can be found in small group sharings or performances. 

However, care can also be found in the formal or public exhibition of projects. An exhibition 

in the mode of an aesthetics of care would have a focus on the relational and offer dialogue, 

mutual regard and an ‘opportunity for reciprocity’ (ibid, 439). A commonplace example of 

this would be a question-and-answer session after a performance. However, there are other, 

more nuanced ways that performance can show regard for an audience, including creating 

pieces that are designed to challenge but not shock (ibid).  

From Thompson’s 2015 article came a wider exploration of performance and care, most 

notably in the form of Performing Care: New Perspectives on Socially Engaged Performance 

(Stuart Fisher and Thompson 2020). This text understands care as: 
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‘a term that has many interconnected dimensions: it has a practical and emotional element 

(how we practically engage with other people); it has an ethical and political dimension 

(disclosing values that determine how we should act in the world and within the limited 

resources we have available to us); and, crucially, it has an aesthetic component (determining 

how artistry and feeling evoked by an engagement with the arts frames inter-human 

relationships in solicitous ways)’.  (Stuart Fisher 2020, 6) 

Here, Stuart Fisher acknowledges both care and performance as a political act, and literature 

engaging with this perspective demonstrates that theatre can enact care, in both its acts and 

values, through its positioning of participants (as co-creators of, rather than recipients of 

care), its resistance to, rather than reproduction of, dominant social narrative and its 

commitment to aesthetic value (Thompson 2009). 

Preston (2016) notes the importance of the role of facilitator within a community theatre 

space. She considers the ‘emotional labour’ (2016, 50) of the theatre facilitator when 

‘inducing and producing a playful and positive state in others’ (ibid, 51). When examining the 

emotion work of the facilitator in a theatre space, it is important to acknowledge the 

gendered nature of arts facilitation as well as the gendered perception of theatre and arts as 

traditionally female spaces. These two facets of gender in relation to prison theatre mean 

that, as well as cultivating a space for emotional expression and care through the emotional 

labour of female practitioners, theatre practice in prisons can also feel disruptive or 

threatening to traditional expressions of masculinity in prison and therefore ideas and 

expressions of gender in a theatre space must be carefully negotiated, and will be closely 

attended to in the analysis of narratives collected in this study. 

Ideas around theatre’s potential to enact care can feel particularly pertinent to a prison 

setting, due to the perception of prisons as unfeeling and uncaring and places (Foucault 

1991b) and ideas of theatre as a discipline which can offer transformation (Gallagher 2014), 

as well ‘silliness, joy and laughter’ (Lucas 2021, 36). Lucas understands prison theatre as an 

act of love in a manner that has significant overlaps with Thompson’s idea of care by framing 

it as a practice that has the potential for collaboration, warmth and connection (ibid). She 

argues that ‘nothing has the potential to transform our prisons and our notions of justice and 

public safety as radically as love’ (ibid, 68), explaining that conceptualising prisoners as 

individuals who can love and be loved is disruptive to the contemporary prison as:  

‘When we recognise people in their full humanity, as complex beings capable of love – not 

just sexual desire and objectification, but the myriad and subtle kinds of human solidarity and 
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altruism that surround us every day – it becomes harder to say all they deserve in life is 

punishment’ 

Ideas of people as deserving or underserving of both theatre practice and care, and the 

complexities and popular discourses around these ideas, will be explored throughout this 

thesis, as will the utilisation of caring theatre practice as a tool for disruption.  

However, as Gallagher (2014) notes, ideas of disruption and transformation within a theatre 

setting are often complex and nuanced, and this can be particularly true in the case of prison 

theatre, particularly on short-term projects. While prison theatre has the potential to offer 

escape, transformation, hope and joy (Shailor 2011, Lucas 2021) theatre projects are tangible 

and therefore, arguably, so are their impacts.  When projects end, the potential for the prison 

to diminish the effects of the project can be significant especially as, by offering prisoners a 

glimpse into a more hopeful world, it exacerbates the more difficult aspects of their realities. 

In this context, prison theatre could represent an example of Berlant’s ‘cruel optimism’, 

which they describe as the ‘condition of maintaining an attachment to a significantly 

problematic object.’ (2011, 24). Berlant believes that cruel optimism occurs when ‘the 

objective/scene that ignites a sense of possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the 

expansive transformation for which a person is striving’ (ibid, 2). Busby explores the concept 

of cruel optimism in relation to the ‘Crossing Bridges’ project which provides a series of 

professional theatre workshops, culminating in a Broadway performance, to young people 

from a homeless shelter in New York. Here, she asks: 

‘If by inviting these young people into an elite world of arts and culture we were, in fact, 

showing them a world from which they would be forever marginalised, doing nothing more 

than, in the words of Robbins (2008) ‘expelling the hope’ of access, rather than enabling it?’ 

(Busby 2018, 358) 

In a prison theatre context, questions arise regarding introducing prisoners to a discipline 

that is inaccessible to them for the remainder of their sentence and even then, is a field 

which requires training, contacts and the ability to survive as a member of the precariat 

(Stand 2012).  Away from conceptualising theatre workshops as potential employment, 

successful prison theatre offers an experience of collaborative working in a space of trust, 

communication and mutual respect. This in itself could be experienced as cruel optimism in 

that prisoners have an experience which is not replicated or accessible in a wider prison 

environment or, arguably, within a neoliberal society more broadly. Engstorm and Tinto 

(2008, 50) note that ‘access without support is not opportunity’. While prison theatre offers 
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an insight into the opportunity to be a valued member of a community, presented by access 

to an emotional-relational space, it does not have the resources to support the maintenance 

of this after the project is over. In what ways, therefore, can prison theatre offer a glimmer 

of hope, or a cruel optimism? This study uses the narratives collected to critically examine 

this idea, paying particular attention to the overlap between positive, and even 

transformative, experiences of prison theatre and cruel optimism. 

2.8 Summary  

This chapter has examined a wide variety of literature to identify salient theoretical positions 

in which to ground the current research. The literature demonstrates that neoliberal policy 

and rhetoric has impacted arts practices and prisons in a number of ways, most pertinently 

to this research: 

 

- In the privatisation of and reducing in funding for the prison estate, as well as in a 

reduction in arts funding. 

- In the shift from artists to ‘artrepreneurs’, who must ‘professionalise’ the discipline 

by packing and selling arts practice as a product or service. 

- In the move from hard to a soft, intangible and indirect power in the prison estate.  

- In the ways that this soft power permeates theatre practices in prisons, which, in 

forcing practitioners to ‘legitimise’ their practice, runs the risk of developing theatre 

practices which perform reform. 

- In the manner in which neoliberalism has permeated the psychosocial experiences 

of individuals, causing the internalising of rhetorics of competition, productivity and 

a ‘shirkers vs workers’ narrative as well as the internalising feelings of loss, shame, 

failure and weariness for those who do not adhere to the narratives of the 

productive citizen. 

- In the way the above rhetoric permeates and impacts ideas of community, as 

vulnerability is framed as personal failings and individuals demarcate and distance 

themselves from those deemed ‘shirkers’. 

- In the translation of these psychosocial impacts into prisons, as seen in the 

individualisation and self-governance required to conform to rehabilitation 

narratives, and in arts practices as in the creation of ‘artrepreneurs’ and increased 

competition for funding and contracts, as well as the idea of ‘useful’ theatre which 

educates, rehabilitates or increases employability skills. 
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- In practitioners’ and participants’ ability to give and receive care, both within the 

prison and in a wider neoliberal landscape 

 

These ideas are foundational to this study. They provide context within which the impact of 

neoliberalism on the perspectives and experiences of research participants may be 

understood.  

This chapter also provides an overview of relevant, contemporary conversations around 

care, particularly in relation to the ways in which neoliberalism has impacted upon care in 

terms of the commodification and devaluing of the delivery of care, and offers perspectives 

on how this can shape experiences of care within prisons and theatre practice. The chapter 

also highlights the aesthetic component of performing care and the potential of caring 

theatre practice to foster a sense of responsibility, collaboration or mutual regard. In 

outlining Thompson’s proposed framework for an aesthetics of care, the chapter provides a 

foundation from which performances and experiences of care within prison theatre can be 

explored. 

This review has identified gaps in literature pertaining to the arts and the psychosocial 

impacts of neoliberalism, specifically to socially engaged theatre practice, and especially in a 

prison context. This study hopes to fill a gap in literature by exploring the impacts of 

neoliberalism on prison arts and offering an analysis of how neoliberal ideals have 

permeated and shaped the social and psychosocial realities and narratives of those who have 

experienced arts practice in prisons. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

3.1 Introduction 

In order to adequately and appropriately answer my research questions (documented in 

section 1.1), I employed a narrative approach. Narrative research is understood as a means 

of accessing how meaning is constructed by subjects through stories. The approach allows 

for reflection on the collaboration between the researcher, the researched and their social 

experience. This narrative perspective also informed my decision to use artistic methods, as 

is documented in section 3.2.2.1. 

This chapter provides an account of the research journey of this study and offers a rationale 

for the decisions made in the collection and analysis of data. The chapter is divided into: 

3.2 Methodology 

This section describes the theoretical underpinnings of this study, outlining my ontological 

and epistemological position as a researcher. 

3.3 Reflexivity 

This section outlines my relationship to the research topic and explores how this may have 

shaped the research process and findings. 

3.4 Sample and Sampling Procedure 

This section documents the process of recruiting research participants and presents my 

inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

3.5 Methods 

This section presents the process of undertaking the data collection and analysis stages of 

this research. 

3.6 Trustworthiness 

This section documents my attempts to ensure trustworthiness within this research process. 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

This section describes the practical and emotional considerations necessary in undertaking 

this research. 
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3.2 Methodology  

3.2.1 Ontology, Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective  

In line with most, traditional qualitative methods, this research takes an ontologically 

interpretivist approach. As ontology is concerned with what constitutes knowledge, 

interpretivism suggests that facts are based on perception, rather than objective truths, 

encouraging reflexivity amongst researchers (Easterby-Smith et al 1991). Reflectiveness is 

key to studies which conceptualises facts as based upon social constructs, as the researcher 

must be cognisant of the social constructs which shape in their own understandings. This is 

particularly salient to this study, in which I, as the researcher, have some experience of the 

research topic, which could impact the ways in which I understand the data.  

In relation to epistemology, that is the consideration of how to understand knowledge, this 

research takes a constructionist perspective. Constructionism focuses on how life and 

experience are socially shaped by dominant narratives and societal norms. In research, a 

constructionist approach has a focus on the ‘how’ questions, on identifying practices that 

make meaning and developing an understanding of how people engage in constructing 

meaning in their own lives (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). Within this framework, meaning can 

be conceptualised as socially produced, where participants’ social contexts inform, and are 

informed by, the experiences that they describe. Within this thesis, we may understand the 

participants’ narratives as informed by experiences of precarity, prison and neoliberalism, 

and thus as processes of making meaning from these experiences (Kukla 2000, Ritchie et al. 

2014).  

The research’s epistemology is also influenced by psychosocial perspectives (Stenning 2018, 

Layton 2010). Like constructionism, psychosocial studies accept situated knowledges over 

objectivity (Roseneil 2018) and value narrative as an important expression of self (ibid). 

Psychosocial research is particularly interested in ‘the interrelation between individual 

subjectivities and individual and group identities, and historical and contemporary social, 

political & economic formations’ (ibid). Drawing from a psychosocial perspective allows me 

to explore how social conditions are constructed by dominant narratives and cultural norms 

and how this impacts subjects psychosocially. Given the constructionist epistemological 

position of the study and its influences from psychosocial perspectives, I am able to avoid 

claims of objectivity. A psychosocial perspective frames the interviewee as central to the 

creation of data, in keeping with a narrative approach which utilises stories to better 

understand the lives and context of the people telling them (Hollway & Jefferson 2009). 



55 
 

Given that this research adopts constructionist and psychosocial perspectives, alongside the 

nature of the research questions asked, it felt appropriate to employ a narrative 

methodology for the collection and analysis of the data and the written thesis.  

Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000; 3) note that, within research, there is an ‘increasing 

awareness of the role story-telling plays in shaping social phenomena’. They identify 

storytelling as a universal activity, seen in ‘all forms of human life’ (ibid). Narrative research 

recognises that knowledge is individual, is constructed collaboratively and is influenced by 

the way individuals understand the world, ideas which are coherent with my epistemological 

perspective and appropriate for my research questions.  

3.2.2 Narrative Research  

This research takes a narrative approach, placing importance on recognising how meaning is 

positioned in a social, cultural and historical context (Nyman et al 2012), focusing on 

experiences that are chronological (in that they represent a sequence of events), meaningful, 

and social (Elliot 2005). Elliot (2005, 24) argues that the narrative approach is best 

understood as ‘a site for the production of knowledge’. Rather than simply reporting 

experiences, throughout the narrative interview process interviewees make sense of, and 

develop theories around, their experiences. Narratives contain both individual perspectives 

and ‘indexical statements’ (Bauer 1996, 3) which refer to real life, tangible social, historical 

and cultural events. Therefore, through narrative, we can understand both how individuals 

create meaning from an experience and the sociohistorical contexts in which those 

experiences took place (Muyleart et al 2014). A criticism of a narrative approach is that this 

sense-making process can inevitably distort a ‘factually accurate’ telling of an experience 

(ibid, 23). This can be due to interviewees telling a story they feel the researcher wants to 

hear, attempting to represent themselves in a particular light, being unable to verbalise their 

experiences due to trauma or interviewees living in a culture ‘of silence’ (Jovchelovitch & 

Bauer 2000, 10).  

While some argue that this can compromise data (ibid), in research which aims to gain a 

sense of perspectives and individual interpretation of experience, this distortion can instead 

add depth and detail. It allows researchers to explore how interviewees make sense of an 

experience, examining not only the content of the story but the context, the structure, and 

the focus of the narrative told. This form of research puts emphasis on subjective 

interpretation and meaning-making: it allows the researcher to identify particular ideas and 

events that hold significance to the participant and to examine these in a particular social 
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context, creating ‘a deeper and richer picture of what is going on in particular settings’ 

(Goodwin & Horowitz 2002, 44). Within this study, a narrative approach allows for the 

development of a ‘deeper and richer picture’ of how neoliberalism has affected theatre 

practice in prisons and the experience of care within it. A narrative focus on meaning-making 

and the creation of a ‘deeper and richer picture’, alongside the key role played by the 

researcher in the construction of knowledge within narrative research, influenced my 

decision to use artistic inquiry, as is detailed below.  

3.2.2.1 Artistic Inquiry 

Artistic inquiry was predominately employed to develop a ‘deeper and richer picture’ of the 

experience of living within the prison and participating within prison theatre as, given that 

data collection could not take place in prisons (as detailed in section 3.5), I was unable to 

capture an affective ‘sense’ (Herrity et al 2021) of the environment in which participants’ 

narratives were predominately situated.  In order to address this issue, I utilised artistic 

inquiry, which Eisner argues can ‘help us notice what we have learned not to see’ (1995, 3), 

to create poetry from the former prisoners’ narratives which attempts to capture this ‘sense’ 

of prison life, and their experiences of prison theatre. Like narrative research, artistic inquiry 

considers the researcher’s interpretation of and interaction with the data as integral to the 

creation of knowledge. Wadsworth Hervey defines artistic inquiry using three key criteria: 

‘1. Artistic inquiry uses artistic methods of gathering, analyzing, and/ or presenting data.  

2. Artistic inquiry engages in and acknowledges a creative process.  

3. Artistic inquiry is motivated and determined by the aesthetic values of the researcher(s).’ 

(2000, 7) 

In the creation of the poems presented in Chapters 4 and 7, I engage in the creative process 

of writing poetry to both analyse and present data. The use of a creative method in analysing 

the former prisoners’ experiences of prison, and prison theatre facilitated a richer 

understanding of the affective sense of imprisonment and participation within prison arts. 

The use of this method enables me to illustrate findings in a creative and accessible manner. 

While both poems consist solely of words spoken by the research participants, the selection 

and organisation of the words was shaped by my own aesthetic values and judgement.  

My intent in using artistic inquiry was to recognise the value of creativity in giving voice to 

difficult-to-explain experiences and phenomena, consistent with the wider aims of this 

research. Using poetry in this way, as both a process of uncovering findings and method of 
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presenting them, can offer a deeper and more affective understanding of the experience of 

prisons, and can challenge neoliberal notions of ‘useful’ or ‘appropriate’ methods to present 

research findings that favour the ‘quantifiable outcome’ (Kress 2011). I hope that by including 

artistic elements within this thesis I am able to keep both myself and the reader grounded 

within the research topic. Further, I hope that this deviance from ‘traditional’ presentation 

of findings serves to remind the reader that this research is a narrative study telling one of 

many possible arrangements of stories, crafted through the situated lens of the author. 

3.3 Reflexivity  

A social constructionist epistemology understands the individual attributes and perspectives 

of the researcher as playing a key role in shaping the process of data collection and analysis. 

Therefore, this section will examine my role in relation to the research topic and the research 

participants, paying particular attention to the ‘taken-for-granted’ knowledges (Hosking & 

Pluut 2010) that I may have developed through my previous interactions with the research 

topic. The findings presented within the following four chapters were developed through the 

lens of my own relationship with the data and literature, rather than presenting an objective 

or empirical account of the topic (Haraway, 1988). Below I present reflexivity statements, 

the purpose of which is not to offer an explanation of the ways in which bias was reduced, 

or objectivity was managed during the research, but rather to highlight my own experiences, 

narratives and relationships with the topic, and to illustrate the role that these played in the 

creation of the data (Elliot 2005).  

3.3.1 Relationship with the Topic 

I am a freelance theatre facilitator who has worked in over 40 prisons in the UK since 2013. 

This research is based around my own feelings of unease and curiosity in relation to some of 

the projects I have worked on, particularly the short-term, issue-based projects which 

sometimes felt to me as if they did not align with what I understood to be core values of 

prison theatre, including being participant-focused, non-judgemental and creating spaces in 

which theatre could become ‘an escape’. As such, it would be a significant oversight to omit 

my own role in the production of this research, specifically in terms of how my previous 

personal and professional experiences have contributed to a number of ‘taken-for-granted’ 

knowledges. 

The most significant experience that has shaped my understanding of this research is the 

time I have spent working in prisons. As well as working as a theatre facilitator, I also spent 

two years working for a charity delivering family-related support and groupwork 
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programmes. Here I was embedded into a number of prisons where I worked regularly. I held 

keys, attended multi-agency meetings and built long-term relationships with both prisoners 

and prison staff members. For me, this means that as well as having experience of 

‘parachuting in’ to prisons on short-term projects, as described by the freelance staff in 

Chapter 5, I also have experience of being part of the regime and have a knowledge of the 

mechanisms, routines and languages of a prison establishment. This impacted the data 

collection as I was able to use and understand acronyms and prison terms in a way that 

demonstrated my experience to those who didn’t know me and prevented the interview 

from being slowed down by my lack of comprehension. 

My experience of being in prisons has shaped my understanding of this research in two ways.  

Firstly, I have a ‘taken-for-granted’ knowledge that prisons do harm. During the time I spent 

in prison I saw extreme examples of distress caused by familial separation, isolation and 

bullying. I have worked with a number of people whose prison sentences caused significant 

emotional and financial harm to their families and several who died by suicide as a result of 

their imprisonment. I do not seek to explore the wider consequences of a prison sentence, 

whether or not they were ‘deserved’. I approach the research in the same way I approach 

my prison practice, with only two ‘concrete facts’: 1. Prisons exist and people participating 

in prison theatre live within them; 2. These people have already experienced judgement 

during their trial and it is not my job to provide further judgement. As such, the research 

does not concern itself with offences or individual issues of morality, rather the structures 

and mechanisms of the prison, how they have been affected by neoliberalism, and the ways 

in which care is experienced and affected within these. 

The second way that my prison experience has shaped my understanding of this research is 

through the ways I have witnessed people’s capacities to care within prison. During theatre 

workshops, I have seen; a well-known ‘hard’ man bring his own decaffeinated coffee to the 

course to ensure there was a hot drinks option for a vulnerable participant with a heart 

condition; men patiently teaching one another how to make friendship bracelets for their 

daughters; and participants sharing their own experiences of the difficulties of familial 

separation thus creating spaces of solidarity and support for people who were finding this 

particularly challenging. I have also seen the impact of caring relationships between staff and 

prisoners, particularly staff who ensure they get to know prisoners as individuals and make 

concerted efforts to be reliable and transparent. In my own prison work, I considered 

transparency and reliability as core values of my practice, as they often seemed to be lacking 

in a confusing and, at times, chaotic prison system. When I took the value of reliability to an 
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extreme and returned to deliver an afternoon course, despite receiving a phone call 

informing me of the death of a friend during my lunch break, I became the recipient of care 

in prisons as participants undertook the responsibility for cultivating a space for kindness and 

gentle discussion. For me, the existence of care in prison is a ‘taken-for-granted’ knowledge, 

which may juxtapose with many people’s understandings of prison and prisoners, and within 

this thesis I explore opportunities for the cultivation of spaces and acts of care, rather than 

the introduction of care into prisons. 

My relationship with theatre practice has also significantly impacted on this study. At the 

beginning of my master’s degree in Applied Theatre, the course leader asked us demonstrate 

the ways that theatre had shaped our lives, an exercise designed to draw attention to how a 

lack of access to the arts can be detrimental. For me, theatre shaped my young life, my 

professional life and my personal life. As a child, theatre provided me with confidence and a 

space to play and imagine. As a teenager, with undiagnosed dyspraxia and attention deficit 

disorder, theatre provided me a space to organise my thoughts and ideas in a way that got 

me in trouble in more traditional school subjects. During particularly difficult teenage years, 

theatre was a space to escape school, making new groups of friends who had no knowledge 

of my in-school persona, to try on new skins when I didn’t feel comfortable in my own. 

Theatre has shaped my professional career both in terms of the research topic and more 

broadly, as my drama training means I usually do well at job interviews. Through my 

undergraduate Drama degree, I met three of the most important people in my life, who have 

been my best friends for over 10 years and have shaped my life in countless ways. In short, 

many facets of my life would be worse without theatre. Therefore, the ‘taken-for-granted’ 

knowledge that access to theatre is positive is an idea I have had to critically interrogate 

during this research, as can be seen in the findings chapters, particularly in Chapters 5 and 6, 

which illustrate some of the potentially negative consequences of theatre practice for 

participants.  

3.3.2 Relationship with the Participants 

Within narrative research, the role of the researcher and the interactions between the 

researcher and the researched are ‘understood as constituting an important part of the 

research evidence’ (Elliot 2005, 20). Working with three different participant groups meant 

that the way I was experienced by participants varied considerably. This was compounded 

by my having pre-existing relationships with some of the participants. This section is 

organised into participant groups and lays out the ways in which my position may have the 

shaped the ‘research evidence’. 
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Directors 

Prior to this research, I knew all of the directors in some capacity. Directors 3 and 5 were 

best known to me as they had both employed me – Director 3 on a fulltime basis for six 

months immediately after my undergraduate degree and Director 5 on a freelance basis 

during and after my master’s degree, until I undertook this PhD. Both these directors are 

female and fewer than 10 years older than me and as well as being my employers, I knew 

them on a more personal level, having been to their houses, met their families and socialised 

with them. This meant the presence of many ‘taken-for-granted’ knowledges and the use of 

a shared language, as both directors had a knowledge of my professional background and 

experience in prisons. Directors 3 and 5 also spoke more to their feelings and personal life 

than the other directors, referencing feeling powerless and anxious within their work. This 

openness could have been due to our pre-existing relationships, or other factors such as 

them being younger than the other practitioners, or comprising 2 of the 3 women included 

in this participant group.  

The other four directors, I had met during my undergraduate and master’s degrees, when 

they acted as guest or fulltime lecturers. During the interviews, I got the sense that this 

significantly shaped our interactions and my position as ‘student’ within these relationships. 

Although the questions were very open-ended, their narratives were much more focused 

around organisational and structural reflections on prison theatre, rather than more 

personal relationships with the discipline.  

Former Prisoners 

Most of the former prisoners were previously unknown to me, except for David. I had met 

David when I was on a student placement in a support role for Company 6. He had just left 

prison after a very long sentence and I supported him with practical tasks like obtaining an 

email address and using the printer in a library, so he was able to participate in a script-

writing programme. David and I shared a regional identity which felt particularly important 

for him as he had spent so long away from home and we had got on very well. This previous 

connection meant he aided me in recruitment for this project and perhaps impacted the 

amount he felt able to share with me. He was very open, particularly around his experiences 

of trauma and psychological difficulties. 

For the rest of this group, I felt as if I was conceptualised more as a ‘professional’ than I had 

been with the directors. Those who completed degrees themselves were keen to talk about 

their own experiences and most people used prison slang and acronyms, as if assuming I 
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would know this. This may have been informed by the brief career history I had provided, or 

by my regional northern accent, which was the butt of many jokes from the southern 

research participants within this group.  

The way in which my gendered identify informed my interactions was less obvious. However, 

most participants spoke about their current or previous romantic partners, and many 

referred to particularly difficult or exposing experiences or feelings, which may have been 

due to my gender, as well as my previous work experience having difficult conversations 

around family and relationships with male (and female) prisoners. I was in a similar age 

bracket to all of this group except William and David and, having lived in three major UK cities 

and worked in over 40 prisons in England and Wales, I was able to find common ground with 

most of them that spanned from music tastes to nights out, to having been to the 

establishments where they had been imprisoned. This meant that, despite my position as 

‘professional’, most interviews veered to the informal, with references to personal lives and 

the use of regional slang and swearwords.  

Freelancers 

This participant group were all women within the same age bracket as me, all of whom had, 

at some point, attended one of the two institutions in which I had studied (Universities 1 and 

5). While I only knew two of them personally (Jessica and I had done our MA together and I 

had worked with Lucy on a Company 5 community project), I had many shared languages, 

experiences and understanding with all of them. Researching with a group with which I am 

so closely aligned does require reflexivity, in terms of the potential of situating oneself on 

the same ‘side’ as participants in the reporting of their experiences (Abbott & Scott 2017, 

1425). However, there were two key differences between myself and this group of 

participants. First was that much of my professional identity when working in prisons is 

grounded in my ‘working class-ness’, and my personal proximity to imprisoned people. This 

was not apparent in any of the narratives and many of the stories told within the interviews 

pointed to this group of research participants being predominantly middle class. My 

experience of class informed my experience of feeling ‘other’ at both the academic 

institutions I attended prior to undertaking this PhD, and created some distance between 

myself and this group of research participants within this study. The second key difference 

between myself and this group of participants was that, until entering academia, I had never 

been precariously employed. While I have undertaken freelance work, it has always been 

alongside other, more permanent contracts. However, my conscious avoidance of a 

freelance lifestyle (informed by a fear of precarious working, which is influenced by 
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experiences of class) has likely informed this research in ways beyond my relating, or not 

relating, to participants, specifically in terms of being interested in the ways in which 

precarious working informs the experience of prison theatre.  

3.4 Sample and Sampling Procedure  

3.4.1 Directors 

Due to the small pool of theatre practitioners in prisons in England and Wales, and my pre-

existing networks with the practitioners, purposive sampling (Lavrakas 2008) was used to 

recruit practitioners. Through my previous experience and knowledge of prison theatre, I 

identified key prison theatre companies which practice in England and Wales and 

represented a range of methods of practice and length of time practising and contacted them 

via phone or email to invite them to be part of the research. Of the eight theatre companies 

contacted, six replied and took part in the research.  

3.4.2 Former Prisoners 

A snowballing method (Lewis-Beck et al 2004) was used in the recruitment of former 

prisoners. This involved former prisoners being referred to me by practitioners who had 

worked with them. These prisoners were contacted by phone, given an outline of the study 

and interviews were arranged. Some of these participants, at their own suggestion, then 

contacted other former prisoners who had participated on theatre courses with them and 

passed on the details of those who were interested. These men were contacted via phone 

and invited to join the research.  

3.4.3 Freelancers 

A mixture of purposive sampling and snowballing were used to recruit freelance participants. 

Originally, I contacted two practitioners I had previously worked with (Lucy and Jessica). Lucy 

then introduced me to Jane, whom she had studied with. As all these participants had trained 

at the same institution (University 5, although Jessica had first been introduced to prison 

theatre during her undergraduate degree at University 6), it felt important to represent 

voices who had trained at other institutions. Therefore, I used social media posts to recruit 

Catherine, who had trained at University 1 and Rebecca who had trained at Universities 1 

and 2 and worked at University 4. 

3.4.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

As prison theatre is a niche discipline, the inclusion and exclusion criteria for participants 

were fairly broad and varied between groups. The criteria for each group are outlined below: 
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3.4.4.1 Directors 

Inclusion criteria for directors included: 

• Their job title was Director, CEO or founder of a company 

• The company they worked for was predominantly centred around prison theatre 

(although many of the companies included in this study have diversified their 

practice beyond prisons) 

• They had experience of delivering prison theatre projects as well as running the 

company 

• The majority of their practice was based in England and/or Wales. 

Exclusion criteria for directors included: 

• Scottish and Northern Irish company directors, due to the difference in the prison 

systems 

• Directors who did not (and had not) delivered practice  

3.4.4.2 Former Prisoners 

Inclusion criteria for former prisoners included: 

• They had served prison sentences in England and/or Wales 

• They had served a prison sentence in the last 30 years 

• They had participated in a theatre-based project while in prison 

Exclusion criteria for former prisoners included: 

• Individuals with significant communication issues, such as profound learning 

difficulties or difficulty speaking English 

Gender was not included as an inclusion or exclusion criteria for former prisoners, however 

due to demographics within prisons, and the snowballing method used, I was unable to 

recruit women. 

3.4.4.3 Freelancers 

Inclusion criteria for freelancers included: 

• They had delivered theatre projects in prisons in England and/or Wales 

• They were hired on a project-by-project basis 

Exclusion criteria for freelancers included: 
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• Freelancers who did not work for theatre company (Jessica operated as a sole trader 

in prison 19 but the majority of her prison-based work came through Company 5) 

Gender was not included as an inclusion or exclusion criteria for freelancers, however due to 

the demographics of those working in prison theatre, I was unable to recruit men. 

3.5 Methods 

Originally, this research was intended to take place in prison settings and to include 

observations of three examples of prison theatre practice and three to five interviews per 

group with the following groups: theatre practitioners, serving prisoners and prison staff. 

However, it was not possible to obtain approval to research in prison from HMPPS National 

Research Committee on the basis of ‘insufficient benefits to HMPPS/MOJ’, perhaps acting as 

a practical example of literature around ‘useful theatre’ (Balfour 2009) and ‘soft power’ 

(Crewe 2011a, 2011b) in prisons. In response to this, I explored the option of interviewing 

three to five non-HMPPS staff (for example charity staff who work in prisons) who had seen 

theatre practice in prison. However, initial enquiries indicated that it was atypical for these 

sorts of employees to have any engagement with theatre practice and, given that their roles 

differ significantly from HMPPS staff, I did not feel that research with this group would be 

conducive to answering my research questions.  

Having obtained Edge Hill University ethical approval, I had begun interviews with 

‘practitioners’ during the HMPPS ethical approval process, in order to ensure I had begun my 

data collection in plenty of time. While I had named this group ‘practitioners’, all participants 

at the time were company directors who noted that they didn’t deliver as much prison 

theatre practice as they once had, due to their management roles. Within these interviews, 

many conversations came up about who did deliver the practice. Some outsourced projects 

to students and freelancers, due to time and budget constraints. Others were critical of 

practice delivered by students and inexperienced workers in an effort to save money. It was 

through these conversations that I identified a split in the idea of ‘practitioners’ and noted 

that the voices of those who did the bulk of the ‘on-the-ground work’ were missing. As this 

project focuses on neoliberalism, I was particularly interested in hearing from the freelance 

and precarious workers whose jobs had been the topic of divisive conversation within the 

narratives I had already collected. Therefore, I split the ‘practitioners’ group into ‘directors’ 

and ‘freelancers’. 

In its final iteration, this study consists of interviews with five to seven individuals from each 

of the following three groups: company directors, freelance practitioners (for this project, 
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freelance practitioners are defined as those employed on a project-by-project basis to deliver 

theatre practice in prisons) and former prisoners, resulting in 18 research participants in 

total. While this may feel significantly different the originally proposed topic, and has 

doubtlessly ‘lost’ something by my inability to be within the prison and prison theatre space, 

this element of the research would have likely been impossible due to the Covid-19 

pandemic, regardless of HMPPS ethics. The current iteration of this study, although smaller 

in scale to the originally proposed research, works with participant numbers that are typical 

for doctoral research using narrative interviewing (Milnes 2003, Taylor 2013, Emery 2015, 

Harvey 2017) as they allow for deep engagement with the rich and detailed data provided 

by narrative research (Wells 2011) within the specified timeframe. As this research aims to 

illuminate and understand individual experiences in a specific social, cultural and political 

context, rather than making predictions or generalisations, the use of narrative interviewing 

and analysis with this number of participants is appropriate for a PhD study.  

3.5.1 Narrative Interviews 

Narrative interviewing is broadly accepted to be more flexible than many interview 

techniques. It consists of fewer and less detailed questions, allowing interviewees space to 

tell a story which focuses on the events and details that are important to them. Jovchelovitch 

and Bauer (2003) argue that narrative interviewing is a more inclusive and less hierarchical 

form of interviewing, due to its positioning of interviewee as expert. In comparison to other 

interview techniques, it is directed by the interviewee. This is seen in the limited numbers of 

questions, the use of a topic guide rather than an interview schedule, the emphasis on using 

everyday language, familiar to the interviewee in questioning (Elliot 2005) and the length of 

time interviewers are encouraged to spend with interviewees.  

In accordance with Schütze’s format of narrative interviewing, as outlined by Jovchelovitch 

and Bauer (2000), each interview began with an initiation phase. Within this phase I informed 

participants about the broad research project, and about my particular interest in care, 

which I describe as ‘the experience of collaborative working, building relationships, open 

communication and the feeling of having your voice valued. In the context of this research, 

care can also be the feeling of ownership or investment in a project, establishment or 

experience’. As well as informing the participants more about the project, this phase acts as 

a frame for the open-ended questions asked in the narration phase. Although the phrasing 

differs slightly for each group, participants were broadly asked two questions; ‘can you tell 

me the story of your experience of prisons?’ and; ‘can you tell me the story of your experience 

of theatre in prisons?’. In answering these questions, participants are given space to speak 



66 
 

uninterrupted, except for clarifications, and these narratives ranged from five minutes per 

question to an hour and a half per question. Following the narration phase comes the 

questioning phase in which I ask participants to expand or elaborate on themes that had 

arisen which are relevant to my research topic. This is aided by a list of topic prompts 

developed prior to the interviews.  

Each interview in this study lasted between 50 minutes and four hours. For some, the space 

to control the narrative felt confusing and, for these, the narration phase was very short, 

lasting between five and ten minutes per question. In these cases, the topic prompts were 

crucial in eliciting richer detail, which often came once the participant had settled into the 

interview and felt reassured that their story was interesting, valid and, in particular, useful 

to my research. It was then that these participants started to reflect upon and question the 

experiences in the stories they were telling. For other participants, the topic prompts were 

not as necessary as questions arose organically from the detailed and lengthy narratives they 

originally told. These participants tended to have experience telling their story, or lengthy 

experience within prison theatre that meant they not only had a longer story to tell but also 

had space to reflect and form opinions on their narrative prior to the interview.  

3.5.2 Data Analysis  

This study utilised a narrative approach to data analysis, exploring both the structure and the 

content of the narratives. Narrative analysis pays specific attention to structure and 

performance in order to explore the ‘embedded meanings and evaluations of the speaker 

and their context’ (Wiles et al 2005, 90). It allows the researcher to take a performative 

approach, framing the narrative as a performance by a performer who engages with an 

audience, taking on one or more roles and engaging with a narrative as an activity they are 

‘doing’ rather than telling alone (Kohler Riessman 2005, 5).  A narrative approach recognises 

that, within narrative, a plot, or story, develops through an accepted structure (beginning, 

middle, in which events unfold and sub-narratives or ‘individual units’ are told, and end). This 

idea was crucial to the analysis phase of this study and influenced my decision to utilise both 

a within and an across approach, and well as my understanding of the stories collected as a 

form of artistic data, and my subsequent engagement with artistic methods of analysis (see 

section 3.2.2.1). As Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000, 3) state; ‘it is through the plot that 

individual units (or smaller stories within the big story) in the narrative acquire meaning. 

Therefore, a narrative is not just a listing of events, but an attempt to link them both in time 

and in meaning’.  
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In this study, preparation for data analysis began immediately after data collection in the 

development of pen portraits. These were used within the later analysis process which took 

both a within and across approach to developing and organising themes, as is detailed below. 

Pen Portraits 

Hollway and Jefferson (2000, 70) describe a pen portrait as: 

‘Something which made the person come alive for a reader. It [is] largely descriptive 

and provide[s] enough information against which substitute interpretations could be 

assessed. [it] serves as a substitute "whole" for a reader’  

In order to maintain the ‘aliveness’ of my interaction with the research participant, the pen 

portraits were created based upon reflective notes I made immediately after each interview, 

and were all written as close to the interview date as possible. These pen portraits describe 

my interactions with and perceptions of the person, alongside some biographical data which 

helps to build a picture of each research participant. These were used in the analysis process, 

particularly to aid in the creation of thoughts and themes documents, which are described 

below.  

Within and Across Approach 

As this research aimed to gain an understanding of both the key impacts of neoliberalism 

upon prison theatre and care within prison theatre, and the ways in which it was experienced 

by the participant groups, I took a ‘within and across’ (Ayres et al 2003) approach to analysis. 

This meant analysing the narrative both as individual stories, paying attention to structure 

and content ‘within’ each narrative singularly, and analysing each participant group together, 

identifying key themes that spanned across the narratives. To ensure a thorough analysis 

‘across’ each participant group, I focused my analysis on one participant group at a time, only 

moving on to the next when a thorough within and across analysis was completed. 

With each participant group, I began by completing a ‘within’ analysis of each individual 

narrative. This process began with an initial reading and re-listening to reacquaint myself 

with the narrative, and the ‘sense’ of the interview (Herrity et al 2021) and identify sub-

narratives, or ‘units’ within the broader story (Jovchelovitch & Bauer 2000), within each 

story. It was important to both read and listen to the narrative as it allowed for the inclusion 

of tone which enabled me to reacquaint myself with the ‘feeling’ of the interaction more 

thoroughly. I then re-listened and read the narrative and grouped these sub-narratives into 

themes – based on both the content and structure of stories. My final reading was to refine 
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and finalise these themes which were then turned into a ‘thoughts and themes’ document. 

These documents contained a description of the themes, alongside quotes to illustrate them 

and a rationale and explanation of how the identification of this theme had come about, and 

how it linked to the research topic. The process of creating these documents allowed me to 

critically interrogate and therefore further refine the themes I had identified within each 

narrative. 

During the process of analysing ‘within’ the narratives, I also created a document entitled 

‘participant commonalities’. This allowed me to document themes that appeared across 

narratives and to further analyse individual narratives for the existence (or absence) of 

common themes within the participant group. When both a within and across approach had 

been completed for each participant group, I was able to group these themes into ‘clusters’. 

Examples of these are theatre as a space for escape, the psychosocial impacts of precarity 

and performing reform. Within these ‘clusters’, not every participant is necessarily 

represented. As this research attends to individual experiences of care and prison theatre in 

a neoliberal context and used a within and across approach of data analysis, some of the 

clusters may only represent a small number of the participants’ voices, when a specific theme 

or idea was particularly central to the participants’ narrative. 

When I had organised the themes into clusters, I was able to compare these clusters across 

each participant group and to identify that they seemed to fit under the following titles: 

Precarity, Theatre as Varnish and Resistance. While the narratives, themes and clusters did 

not always complement one another, and in some cases directly contradicted one another, 

they all linked to the above titles in some ways. These three titles make up three of the four 

findings chapters. The first findings chapter (Chapter 4) is entitled Carceral Volatility and 

presents extracts from the former prisoners only in order to present an affective ‘sense’ of 

prison life that was found across the former prisoners’ narratives. In providing a ‘sense’ of 

prison life, and conceptualising this as carceral volatility, cultivated by neoliberal prison 

structures, this chapter provides important context to the preceding chapter. While it may 

feel like an anomaly, as it only focuses on one group’s experiences, given my ‘within and 

across’ approach to analysis, I felt it would have been remiss to discount an important topic 

within the narratives of two groups because it did not appear ‘across’ all the participant 

groups. 
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3.6 Trustworthiness 

While this study contains a relatively small participant sample, and is predominantly 

concerned with the social context and meaning-making of the research participants, I have 

still attempted to ensure academic rigour utilising Lincoln and Guba’s’ (1985) framework of 

trustworthiness which is designed specifically to ensure rigour in qualitative research. Below 

I outline considerations for each of the criteria within the framework: 

3.6.1 Credibility 

As the findings from most qualitative research, particularly narrative research, require 

significant interpretation from the researcher, ideas of credibility are more concerned with 

critical engagement with ‘the content and context of sources’ than with the identification of 

objective truth (Gill et al 2017, 195). To be ‘credible’, therefore, researchers must 

demonstrate criticality in the methods selected for the collection and analysis of the data 

(Connelly 2016), and present findings that can be understood as representative of the 

experiences of members of the community groups being researched (Treharne & Riggs 

2014). While, as a narrative study, which explores perspectives from three participant 

groups, I do not claim that this thesis is reflective of the views of all people within these three 

communities, I have used a widely known and utilised method of narrative interviewing, 

which has elicited stories which illuminate the participants’ understandings of their 

experience, and have situated these understandings within the socio-political context of 

neoliberalism.  

3.6.2 Transferability 

To meet the transferability criteria, the study must ask ‘are the findings applicable in other 

contexts?’ (Treharne & Riggs 2014). While this may seem difficult in a study which is so 

concerned with social context and individual narratives, Gill et al (2017, 199) argue that 

‘scholars seeking to meet the criterion of transferability must be able to provide sufficient 

detail to contextualize their interpretation’. Therefore, I have included rich descriptions of 

the research participants and my interactions with them in the form of pen portraits which 

can be found in Chapters 4 and 5 and a clear analysis process which is described in section 

3.5.2. 

3.6.3 Dependability 

As qualitative researchers, particularly those interested in narrative, can rarely claim 

objectivity (Lincoln & Guba 1985), detailed descriptions of research processes are necessary 

to ensure that the research could be reproduced (Treharne & Riggs 2014). While, in a study 
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concerned with the volatile prison system, particularly one undertaken during a pandemic, 

exact reproduction would be difficult, ideas of ‘dependability’ take into account fluctuating 

social conditions (Connelly 2016). As such, I have attempted to ensure dependability in this 

study through taking clear and detailed research notes throughout the research process, 

which document the decisions made, the reasoning behind these decisions and the changes 

in response to social conditions. This has been documented in section 3.5. 

3.6.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to attempts to mitigate the impact of ‘biases, motivations, interests, or 

perspectives’ (Lincoln & Guba 1985:290) on qualitative studies to ensure the findings 

represent the content of the participants’ responses. While narrative researchers believe 

that the researcher plays a significant role in the development of data, in order to ensure 

that biases in this study are acknowledged and discussed, I have included a reflexivity section 

in this chapter (see section 3.3) which provides an insight into the ways in which my 

experiences and beliefs may have shaped the research process and the final thesis. In the 

previous chapter, I also presented a comprehensive and detailed literature review to ensure 

that my interpretations of the participants’ narratives were grounded in evidence (Gill et al 

2017). 

3.6.5 Authenticity 

Connelly (2016, 436) describes authenticity as ‘the extent to which researchers fairly and 

completely show a range of different realities and realistically convey participants’ lives’. My 

attempts to meet this criterion can be seen in the pen portraits, the participant selection 

criteria outlined in section 3.4 and the presentation of the participants’ words as poetry in 

chapters 4 and 7. These sections represent the diverse lives and experiences of my research 

participants. Where participant groups seem homogenous, or diversity seems to be lacking 

(for example, within the freelancers), I have signposted this, and have considered this both 

in an explanation of the groups (see pen portraits in Chapters 4 and 5) and in discussions of 

my findings.  

3.7 Ethical Considerations  

3.7.1 Ethical Approval  

Ethical Approval was granted by the Faculty of Health and Social Care Research Ethics 

Committee (FREC) within Edge Hill University on 28/07/2019 and is attached alongside this 

document. Data collection began with theatre practitioners on 18/08/2019. In order to 

research in prisons, with serving prisoners and current prison service staff members, ethics 
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approval was sought from HMPPS National Research Committee. This approval was denied 

on the basis of insufficient benefits to HMPPS/ MOJ (see above). Therefore, interviews in the 

community with theatre practitioners and former prisoners have been carried out. This was 

approved by FREC.  

3.7.2 Informed Consent  

To ensure informed consent, research participants were fully briefed regarding the nature of 

the research, their participation within it, their right to withdraw and data management and 

protection (Denscombe 2014). Prior to participants consenting to interview, they were 

provided with an A4 sheet informing them of the aims of the research and interview 

procedures. This included information about relevant data protection, confidentiality, 

anonymity and right to withdraw policies. Participants were made aware of their right to 

withdraw consent up to 14 days after the interview and details have been given on how to 

contact the researcher in order to withdraw consent. Once given, no consent was withdrawn. 

3.7.3 Data Storage  

A data management plan was created to ensure that data is managed and stored correctly, 

adhering to University Framework for Research Ethics guidance. All participants were 

anonymised. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym and a reference key, linking each 

participant’s real name to their pseudonym, has been created electronically and is stored on 

a password-protected computer in a password-protected document. All notes and 

recordings were transcribed and hard copies destroyed. Digital copies were stored on Edge 

Hill University’s OneDrive. All hard copy consent forms were scanned into a password-

protected computer on a password-protected document and stored on Edge Hill University’s 

OneDrive.  

3.7.4 Safeguarding Participants 

As this study used narrative interviewing methods, the interviews were flexible, with open-

ended questioning that allowed participants to construct their own narrative and focus the 

interview on topics they felt were pertinent to the research question. The questions were 

designed to avoid topics that may be emotionally triggering for participants. However, given 

that the interviewee had the freedom to steer the narrative, there was the possibility for 

sensitive topics to be discussed. Therefore, support services were identified prior to the 

interviews. Participants were informed that they could terminate the interview at their will 

and could refuse to answer questions without any repercussions. Ideologically, psychosocial 

and narrative research are both committed to anti-oppressive practice, promoting concern 
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for individual welfare and empowerment. Conversely to the potential risks that come with 

narrative research, individuals can benefit from being provided the opportunity and space to 

tell their story. Through sharing narratives, participants are also engaged in a sense-making 

process which has the potential to be both enlightening and empowering (Elliott 2005).  
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Chapter 4. Carceral Volatility: ‘It Makes My Blood Itch’ 

4.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, the first of four findings chapters, I demonstrate how I used artistic inquiry 

to uncover a sense of what I have termed ‘carceral volatility’ within the former prisoners’ 

narratives. As explained in section 3.5.3, in order to gain an affective ‘sense’ of prisons, I used 

descriptions of the prison environment found within the former prisoners’ narratives to 

develop a poem which presents the ‘feelings’ of being in prison. The process of creating this 

poem revealed a ‘sense’ of insecurity was prevalent throughout the narratives of formers, 

and to argue that this feeling could be understood as ‘carceral volatility’, a combination of 

responsibilisation and a stripping of agency which shapes experiences of prison through 

feelings of pressure, unease and uncertainty. In this chapter, I illustrate how this carceral 

volatility is created and experienced within the prison, and outline some of the consequences 

of this for prison theatre. Within section 4.1 of this chapter, I first present the pen portraits 

of the former prisoners, in order for the reader to acquaint themselves with the research 

participants. I then go on to present the poem created from their narratives, and to explain 

how the poem invokes a sense of ‘carceral volatility’. The following two sections of this 

chapter present examples of carceral volatility, and care in a carcerally volatile environment 

found in the former prisoners’ narratives and discusses them in relation to the neoliberal 

prison. 

4.1.1 Introducing the participants 

As this chapter presents an affective ‘sense’ of prison found in the former prisoners’ 

narratives, this section provides a summary of the pen portraits created for each of the 

former prisoners only. Pen portraits of directors and freelancers can be found in section 

5.1.1. These pen portraits are based on the reflective notes I made after each interview. They 

documented my own sense of the participant, as well as important attributes which seemed 

to shape their narratives. While it would have been beneficial to provide full copies of the 

pen portraits, in order to make my interactions with each participant ‘alive’ for the reader 

(Hollway & Jefferson 2000), it would have been difficult to do so while maintaining 

anonymity. The below summaries also contain biographical information to provide further 

detail and context to the narratives. All participants in this study are anonymised.  

The former prisoners in this study are all men. This was not deliberate but is broadly 

reflective of the prison population in England and Wales. Of this group, 4 participants were 

white (Tyler, Luke, Kyle and David) and 3 were black or of dual heritage (Darren, William and 
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Ashley), again broadly reflecting demographics within prisons (Lammy 2017). The 

participants also represented a variety of age ranges, with the youngest participant being in 

their early twenties (Ashley) and the oldest in their early sixties (David). 4 participants (Luke, 

Tyler, Kyle and David) had only served one prison sentence, which ranged from 4 years (Luke 

and Tyler) to 30 years (David) and 3 participants had served multiple sentences (William, 

Ashley and Darren). William had served these sentences over the span of nearly 30 years, 

while Ashley had served his over less than 6 years. Key notes from the participants’ pen 

portraits can be seen below: 

Tyler 

Tyler had been out of prison for about 4 years when we spoke. He spent most of his sentence 

in a private prison, working in their arts department, developing a prison magazine and doing 

drama and music projects. My most striking reflection of Tyler was how it was important to 

him that I knew that he was not like the average person you would find in prison. He referred 

to himself as emotional and sensitive and made reference to the fact that he did not expect 

to find himself in prison. Tyler and I were introduced by Director 5, who had worked with 

him for 18 months on a long-term, arts-based project in prison. He referenced how unusual 

it was for company directors to make friends with prisoners, but again acknowledged that 

he was not your average prisoner. 

Tyler was very thoughtful and his reflections felt very open – he talked about his emotions 

during his time in prison fairly freely. It felt that it was important to him to be seen as 

someone who was emotionally intelligent and who helped other people.  Tyler made 

references to his crime in terms of making ‘poor decisions’. Like many of the other men, he, 

understandably, seemed keen to disassociate himself from criminality or ‘badness’. He also 

made a lot of jokes about how he was unsure he’d be able to help. Overall, I got a sense of 

an intelligent, thoughtful individual who was acutely aware and anxious about how he could 

be perceived.  

Ashley 

Ashley was in his mid – late 20s and had been out of prison for less than a year when we 

spoke. He often talked about prison as if he was still there and mixed up his tenses a lot. 

During his time in prison, he participated in a Company 6 workshop and had gained paid work 

with them as a facilitator upon his release.  

Ashley started off the interview talking about how prison wasn’t so bad. He gave lots of 

examples of camaraderie and community and attributed lots of this to who he was as a 
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person – a joker, gets on well with people etc. By the end of the first question, he was 

speaking about prison in a much more negative way. He spoke about how hard it is, and how 

dark it is, and the interview took on a much heavier tone. After he finished speaking, we both 

sat in silence for a long while. Then I asked if he was okay to move on to talking about theatre 

and his voice became so light. It was like talking to two different people. The second part of 

the interview felt joyous and funny, and he talked about his theatre experience in great 

detail. Overall, I got a sense of a funny, warm, interested and intelligent man who valued 

experiences of connection, kindness and laughter. I got the feeling that he had been deeply 

affected by some of the harsher aspects of prison life. He told me some harrowing stories 

and at points during the interview they felt very live to him, perhaps because he was not too 

long out of prison. On the way out, the woman who had arranged the interview told me that 

they are trying to employ him on as many projects as possible in order to ensure that he is 

kept busy and stays out of prison. I think the possibility of him going back was very real to 

him and to those around him. 

Darren 

Darren had also done a Company 6 project in prison and had begun work for them on release. 

He had gone back to prison once more since then but, when we spoke, had been out for over 

4 years and worked as a stage manager for Company 6. 

Darren’s narrative included lots of interesting and detailed mini narratives around family, 

theatre and his prison experience which he repeatedly described as ‘easy’. He is from a family 

who are very used to prisons and spent most of his sentences in his local prison, surrounded 

by friends and family, so did have a relatively ‘easy’ time, although at moments during the 

interview, he was almost apologetic for this, as I think he felt it wasn’t as interesting for my 

research. Despite this ‘easy’ time, by the end of the interview (and after we had spoken a lot 

about theatre and arts), he talked about more difficult times, specifically his dad passing 

away. My overall sense from Darren’s interview was the powerful effect theatre, and 

Company 6, had had on his life. He spoke about this unprompted and repeatedly credited 

theatre and Company 6 for ‘saving his life’: an idea which seemed to hugely impact the 

second part of the interview.  

William 

I also met William through Company 6 as he had done a project with them in prison over 15 

years ago in prison. William had been in prison on and off since the 1980s for some quite 

high-profile offences and his narrative was full of reflections and comparisons of ‘the old 
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system’ as well as many glamourous and entertaining stories involving celebrities and 

famous criminals. He came across as someone who was telling his story and he seemed to 

enjoy my reactions to some of the more salacious pieces. We met in Company 6’s offices and 

as I left, I said ‘that was great, thank you’ and he replied with ‘Just great?!’. William was very 

aware that his story is fascinating and enjoys the experience of telling it to the point he is 

trying to make a film of it. He punctuated the interview by showing me photos and videos, 

potentially to prove he wasn’t lying as parts of his story were fairly unbelievable.  

William’s release date was over 10 years ago, the earliest out of all of the narratives and this 

seemed to be reflected in how comfortable he seemed telling his story, using comic timing 

and phrases that he knew would elicit a reaction, and showing no difficult emotions or 

evidence that he may have residual feelings from prison. Despite his acknowledgment that 

he had had a few difficult moments in prison, these were far from the focus of William’s 

interview. Instead, the successes, and the humorous and the shocking moments were 

privileged.  

David  

David had experienced both Company 5 and Company 6 projects in prison, as well as putting 

on his own work, both in prison and upon release. When we spoke, he was engaged in a 

number of arts-based courses as well as employed in a criminal justice related job. David and 

I had known each other since 2016, when he was released from prison after a 25-year 

sentence, and I was working as a student supporting on a Company 6 project he was on. We 

had both lived in the same city and I helped him with things like getting an email address set 

up and accessing the library, so we grew to know each other and get on well. David has 

always struck me as somebody with a lot to say and our interview was no different.  

David talked a lot about his crime, and how it affected his family. This could have been 

because he had done a lot of therapy and behaviour related courses in prison. This was clear 

in his explanation of how his childhood and losing his father had contributed to his offending. 

For parts of the interview, David seemed quite preoccupied by ideas around Muslim prison 

gangs. This theme also appears in William’s interview - they both highlighted it when I asked 

about changes in prisons, so it is important to note that they are the two oldest participants 

and both went to prison in the 80s, with William being released in 2006 and David in 2016.  

Kyle  

When we spoke, Kyle had been released from prison over 6 years ago after a long sentence 

for a fairly high-profile crime, impacted by his drug use and mental health issues at the time. 
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More than any other participant, Kyle spoke a lot about his crime, the circumstances 

surrounding it and the ongoing impacts of it. He notes that his time in prison was influenced 

by a fear of being ‘judged’, as well as mental health issues and a misunderstanding of his 

sentencing that led him to believe he was going to die in prison. Throughout his interview, 

he introduced these ideas and made sure to situate himself as someone who was very sorry 

for his crimes.  

Kyle was introduced to me by David, who also recruited him for a Company 5 theatre project 

in prison. I was really struck by Kyle’s idea of theatre as a release, and that a facilitator asking 

him what he thought about a subject made him think ‘maybe I do have something to say’. I 

got the sense that Kyle was someone who had struggled with many facets of his life (in his 

narrative he mentions his sexuality, drug use and mental health issues) and was therefore 

used to being written off as someone quite strange. His narrative took many unexpected 

turns and lasted nearly two hours and I got the feeling that, again, he was enjoying having 

his voice heard.  

Luke 

Luke had been released from prison for about 2 years when we spoke. During his sentence 

he participated in a student led theatre project. During his interview, he showed me a picture 

he had kept from the project and I noted that one of the students had been Lucy, who spoke 

in great lengths about this project in her own narrative. Luke was the only former prisoner I 

interviewed during lockdown. We spoke over zoom during the first lockdown in 2020, so he 

was able to give up a lot of his time to talk to me. 

Luke has done work for charities as an ‘ex offender’ which I felt made him very reflective 

about his time in prison. As somebody who had never expected to go into prison, Luke 

seemed to situate himself as ‘other’ from a lot of his fellow prisoners and seemed to think 

that his relative privileges (a stable upbringing, supportive parents, a university education) 

meant he was duty bound to ‘help’ other prisoners. This was particularly apparent towards 

the end of his interview.  Luke and I had lots in common. We were the same age, had lived 

in some of the same cities and done similar work. He reminded me of a lot of the young men 

I had gone to university with, and I think we both felt quite comfortable. This leant a chatty 

quality to the interview which can mean more ‘detours’ from his narrative but also 

thoughtful reflections on his own narratives and interesting side notes of information. 

Overall, Luke struck me as somebody who is very thoughtful and intelligent and interested 

in social justice, which seemed to impact the way he framed experiences in his interview.  
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4.1.2 Introducing Carceral Volatility 

In order to gain an affective sense of prisons, which was lacking due to my being unable to 

access prisons, I asked former prisoners included in this study how they would describe 

prison to someone who had never been there before. I was particularly interested in this 

groups’ understandings of prison, as many of the freelancers and directors I had interviewed 

previously had positioned their experiences of entering prisons as important parts of their 

stories and capturing the perspectives of those who had lived in and interacted with prisons 

more widely than through prison theatre alone felt crucial to documenting an affective 

‘sense’ of the prison space. Using the former prisoners’ responses to this question, I created 

a poem which allowed me both to collate and to analyse these descriptions, helping ‘us 

notice what we have learned not to see’ (1995, 3). The poem presented below is made only 

from words and phrases found in the narratives offered by former prisoners. No words or 

phrases are repeated, all instances of repetition in this poem reflect repetition in the 

narratives. As such, emphasis is that of the participants, not my own.  

A time limited alternate reality 

The slaughterhouse 

The first time I felt fear 

Vulnerable, vulnerable, vulnerable. 

Physically imprisoned 

Kept away 

From the people you want to be with 

The places you want to be. 

The worst place to be in  

Worst place. 

 

A very different world 

Very unpredictable 

A very dangerous place. 
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It’s like the outside world and this inside world 

You’re blasted into this environment 

Which is so alien to you 

So off the scale. 

You’re ducking and diving 

It’s sink or swim. 

I wouldn’t recommend it. 

 

You have got to have your guard up 

You have got to keep your head up 

Not get involved in other peoples’ business 

Don’t snitch on no one 

Just keep yourself to yourself. 

Just be cool man 

You just be cool and humble 

Or you get angry and rage 

It’s either one of the two 

You can’t be both. 

 

The melting pot 

Living with guys who have killed. 

Within a blink of an eye 

They could just take your life. 

But they don’t. 

A load of brothers and cousins. 
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Just drastically different experiences going on 

Within the same place. 

You get a sense of gratitude 

An opportunity for growth 

But I would never want to credit the prison system with that. 

The justice system 

It fails most people 

 

And I had fun 

I had fun 

I had fun 

I did have fun 

I did have fun. 

You can have fun from the day you get in until the end 

It’s still the worst place to be 

Worst place. 

It makes my blood itch 

Just knowing I’m in a room and I can’t get out. 

Worst place. 

Through the process of writing this poem, I was able to reveal a ‘sense’ of ontological 

insecurity (Giddens 1991) present within the narratives. This can be seen in ideas of prison 

being ‘very unpredictable’, a need to ‘duck and dive’ and to ‘have your guard up’. Within the 

third verse we can see a trope of individual responsibility (Wacquant 2009), particularly in 

the lines You have got to have your guard up/ You have got to keep your head up/ Not get 

involved in other peoples’ business and Just keep yourself to yourself/Just be cool man/ You 

just be cool and humble. Alongside this, the poem demonstrates a lack of control over so 

many aspects of prison life, including unwilling exposure to violence (A very dangerous place 
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and Living with guys who have killed/ Within a blink of an eye/ They could just take your life) 

and lack of control over the physical space (Just knowing I’m in a room and I can’t get out), 

which will be explored in the following section. This stripping of agency juxtaposed against 

neoliberal ideas of active subjects and the responsibility for governance in prisons shifting 

from the institution to the individual (Crewe 2007), produces a tension which can contribute 

to what could be understood as ‘carceral volatility’. This specific experience of volatility 

reflects a consistent potential for physical or emotional violence which underpins the prison 

experience, and produces a pressure or unease that is best illustrated by the final 6 lines of 

the poem, taken from Ashley’s narrative: 

You can have fun from the day you get in until the end 

It’s still the worst place to be 

Worst place. 

It makes my blood itch 

Just knowing I’m in a room and I can’t get out. 

Worst place. 

The idea of carceral volatility contributes to a growing body of literature around the sensory 

in penal research (Herrity et al 2021) and builds upon Crewe’s (2011) soft power to 

demonstrate the more affective and sensory consequences of an ontological insecurity 

borne from permeative and intangible mechanisms of power and control, and ideas of self-

governance and individual responsibility within the unpredictable prison environment. The 

following two sections of this chapter build upon the poem in order to illustrate the ways in 

which this ‘sense’ of carceral volatility is created. They are organised as follows: 

4.2 Carceral Volatility in Practice  

This section presents key examples of this carceral volatility found through my ‘within and 

across’ analysis of the former prisoners’ narratives. 

4.3 Care in a Context of Carceral Volatility  

This section juxtaposes the examples presented in section 4.2 with stories of care and 

community in order to demonstrate that, while theatre can cultivate a space for care (see 

chapter 9), it does not create the appetite for or ability to care which, as I found during my 
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analysis of the former prisoners’ narratives, is present long before the arrival of theatre 

practitioners.  

4.2 Carceral Volatility in Practice 

The theme of Carceral Volatility was found in the former prisoners’ narratives through 

descriptions of three key aspects of prison life: the disciplinary processes of prison 

establishments; unpredictable, insecure and untrusting relationships with officers; and 

experiences of violence in prisons. While the poem provides an initial ‘sense’ of this volatility, 

the following sections offer practical illustrations of the ways in which prison was 

experienced by this participant group, and how this may interact with their engagement in 

prison theatre. This section is arranged into three subthemes: Disciplinary Procedures, which 

documents how methods of discipline in prison ‘divide’ prisoners and impede the formation 

of reliable and trusting relationships; Physical Violence which demonstrates how life in prison 

is characterised by a constant, unpredictable threat of physical violence; Relationships with 

Prison Officers which shows that associations with prison officers are often characterised by 

relational insecurity and distrust.  

4.2.1 Disciplinary Procedures  

The former prisoners in this study described often confusing or seemingly arbitrary prison 

procedures and disciplinary measures.  I found that these could contribute to a carceral 

volatility through the metaphorical ‘dividing’ of prisoners and making them responsible for 

their own rehabilitation. Through an analysis of William’s and David’s narratives, I found that 

these processes can increase feelings of isolation and suspicion of fellow prisoners and 

exacerbate the tension between a lack of agency and an individual responsibility for change.  

William and David had served their first sentences in the 1970s and 1980s respectively, and 

had been released within the last 12 years, therefore witnessing changes within prison 

establishments. Through the narratives of these participants, I identified an increase in their 

experiences of ontological insecurity over time, due to a decrease in predictable disciplinary 

procedures and an increase in staff vulnerability and ideas of ‘divide and rule’. Through 

William’s narrative we can understand disciplinary processes such as the Incentives and 

Earned Privileges (IEP) scheme, and prisoners being allowed to wear their own clothes as 

tools to ‘divide’ prisoners in order to more efficiently control them: 

‘I don’t think I could do a prison sentence now… prison is now totally different from when I 

first went in… on my last sentence I was on remand and I found it difficult to relate because 

there is this three-tier basic, standard and enhanced […] everybody was in the same boat, so 
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once you are in the same boat, you are all together you are all in the same team.  Once they 

have done that it’s caused the old trick, have you ever read the book Art of War? Divide and 

Rule. So, to divide you it’s easier to rule you. […] basics, standard, enhanced. That’s what they 

did the divided the prison population in it […] So the people on basic they are not going to 

have the same mindset as the people on standard and the people on enhanced are going to 

be you know, if you are enhanced you have your television, your PlayStation you are not going 

to want to be fighting with the geezer who has got nothing […] So that’s the biggest thing 

they have done which is divide and rule.’ (William) 

‘When I was in prison you wore a prison uniform and that uniform again it bound you 

together, we were all in the same boat, all wearing the same prison uniform.  The minute 

they said wear your own clothes that separates them again. Some have got expensive 

trainers, some haven’t so you are dividing prisoners making some prisoners, you are making 

a hierarchy, some have a Gucci tracksuit some haven’t. Before we all wore the same clothes 

so we were all in the same boat. It didn’t matter if you were rich or poor, we all wore the 

same prison clothes.’ (William) 

Within these extracts, we can see Crewe’s (2011b) idea of soft power, a shift from more 

physical, or ‘straightforward’ forms of authority to a power which utilises neoliberal ideas of 

individuality and responsibilisation to operate ‘via self-interest and self-regulation’. The 

expansive, intrusive and invisible aspects of this soft power that produce a sense of unease 

in prisoners’ relationships with officers, as will be explored in section 4.2.3. The above 

extracts demonstrate how William experienced the implementation of soft power as one 

which positioned prisoners against one another, deconstructing ideas of community, 

collaboration and shared identity. The resulting ‘erosion of solidarity’ compounds a 

neoliberal rhetoric of individualism through peoples’ attempts to mark themselves as ‘other’ 

from those in the same social groups (Pemberton et al 2016, 9). This erosion can, in turn, 

exacerbate feelings of shame and social isolation, contributing to a carceral volatility through 

experiences of having to be ‘on your guard’ and trusting few people, as presented within the 

poem above. This erosion of connection and community can shape the interactions and 

relationships within prison theatre, as is explored in Chapter 5. However, this culture of 

individualism and mistrust also allows theatre practice which considers relational solidarity 

to be understood as transformative, and as a means of escape from the wider prison, as will 

be outlined in Chapter 7.  
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4.2.2 Physical Violence 

My analysis of the narratives of this participant group found that physical violence, 

particularly amongst prisoners, was frequently positioned as an inevitable fact of life on the 

inside. Since the implementation of benchmarking in prisons, rates of assaults pre-pandemic 

were at a record high (Ministry of Justice 2019a), with incidents of violence between 

prisoners having almost doubled since 2009 (ibid). Here I present stories of witnessing both 

physical and sexual violence, to demonstrate that, for the former prisoners, exposure to 

violence in prison was unpredictable, and unavoidable.  

‘I was suffering PTSD because a lot of things what had happened in [Prison 41], what I’d seen, 

people getting raped in the showers and people killing themselves, hanging themselves 

around me and the levels of violence which were just off the scale when it did go off in them 

sort of places in them days. I’d seen a lot of trauma.’ (David) 

‘So, I saw [Notorious Prisoner] I saw him. He ... he ended up killing himself […]my friend got 

slashed in his face. Two of my friends actually.’ (Ashley) 

Despite neoliberal ideas of self-governance, such as taking personal responsibility for ‘staying 

out of trouble’, permeating the prison estate, the participants could not realistically mitigate 

the possibility of witnessing or being subject to violence in prisons. This dissonance between 

the discursive reality presented by policies emphasising prisoners’ individual agency, and the 

lived realities of unpredictable, unpreventable violence is foundational to a carceral 

volatility, storied by prisoners as a deep sense of tension and unease. Through David’s 

narrative we can understand that living within a violent environment necessitated a reliance 

upon survival strategies such as hypervigilance, paranoia, and fear, and that these strategies 

continued to be employed long after the threat of physical harm had passed:  

‘You've got to have your guard up all the time, you’re constantly looking for people who are 

going to try and take advantage or looking for an edge, people looking for any sign of 

weakness to try and take advantage in any way at all.’ (David) 

This experience of being constantly alert, of being unable to trust peoples’ motives, 

contributes to a carceral volatility, both in terms of prisoners’ reliance upon survival 

strategies that keep others at arm’s length, and their residing within a nested reality 

structured along the lines of ‘divide and rule’ found in William’s narrative (see section 4.2.1). 

This experience is illustrative of the material impacts of a neoliberal rhetoric of individual 

responsibility upon the psychosocial wellbeing of prisoners.  This consistent state of 
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hypervigilance and accompanying questioning of one’s own understanding of the world, 

results in what Crewe defines as ‘a state of social purgatory that lay between seclusion and 

sociability, with the advantages of neither’ (2009, 304). Ashley, who was the most recently 

released of this participant group, describes this social purgatory as being characterised by a 

perpetual undercurrent of fear in all his prison experiences:  

‘I would say it’s a very different world. It’s a very different world. Like … basically … it feels 

like we’re, we’re all in the slaughterhouse. We’re all in the slaughterhouse […] if someone’s 

panicking, you don’t know how they’re going to react or you don’t know what they’re going 

to do. So, like … because of that, people don’t know what to do. They’re just like, they’re 

clueless innit? They just start going mad. They start fighting for the wrong reasons. And then 

like – it’s crazy. They just do some silly things… but prison in total… it’s a very dangerous 

place. Very unpredictable. Very dangerous […] I just think prison is the worst place to be in. 

Worst place. Worst place. You can, you can, you can, you can have fun from the day you get 

in until the end. It’s still the worst place. […] is not good for my mind. It makes my blood itch 

just know that I’m in a room and I can’t get out. It’s just mental. It’s mental.’ (Ashley) 

For Ashley, the unpredictability of peoples’ motives or behaviours made prison the ‘worst 

place to be’.  The phrase ‘makes my blood itch’ demonstrates the ways in which the pains of 

imprisonment (Sykes 1958) can penetrate the person, and how no amount of distraction or 

fun is able to combat this.  Here, we can understand how the inability to control or predict 

ones’ experiences of physical violence in prison, combined with the idea that one should be 

in control of their own behaviour, creates a carceral volatility. We can see in Ashley’s 

narrative, specifically his reflection that people ‘go mad’ and ‘start fighting for the wrong 

reasons’, that the prison environment simultaneously stories itself as a place where people 

should be reasonable and predictable, and challenges Ashley’s preconceived understanding 

of how reasonable peoples’ behaviour can be predicted. This can be conceptualised as a 

significant dissonance between the standards to which one is held (and being provided with 

the support and resources to attain those standards), underpinned by unpredictable and 

ever-present potential for violence, through which other peoples’ actions further decrease 

one’s ability to both ‘manage’ their behaviour, and their emotional wellbeing. In this way, 

we can see that neoliberal ideas of individual responsibility cultivate a carceral volatility 

which significantly impacts upon the experience of prison and, in turn, the psychosocial 

wellbeing of prisoners. This not only provides significant context to the experiences of prison 

theatre participants, but also to the ways that engaging in a discipline which requires risk 

taking (White 2021) and collaborative working may present challenges for participants and, 
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at times, even further contribute to their experiences of volatility, as is explored in Chapter 

6. 

4.2.3 Relationships with Prison Officers  

 Just as the realities of prison life obstructed opportunities for community and caring among 

prisoners, through mechanisms of ‘dividing and conquering’ which cultivate feelings of 

mistrust amongst prisoners, an analysis of Tyler and Ashley’s narratives identified that, for 

them, tense and distrustful relationships with prison officers were also prevalent in the 

neoliberal prison. Tyler explained that he would often feel unsure of ‘where he stood’. This 

can contribute to a carceral volatility through a substantial imbalance in power dynamics, 

which affords prison officers significant control over prisoners’ lives, and for Tyler and Ashley, 

necessitated a hypervigilance in their attempts to protect themselves from officers’ enduring 

potential to inflict emotional violence: 

‘When it came to prison officers, I was always very wary […] Some of them – you just wouldn’t 

know where you stood with them. Like one day they’d be sound and the next day they … they 

… they wouldn’t be. And they’d say they’d do something – they wouldn’t do it.’ (Tyler) 

Ideas of power imbalances featured prominently in both Ashley’s and Tyler’s narratives. They 

could be seen in their descriptions of relationships with prison officers, particularly in relation 

to the power officers had to control and shape their lived experiences of prison. These 

descriptions invoked the sense that the daily ritual of being locked inside their cells was 

experienced as a physical demonstration of the power the officers held over them: 

‘They’ve got the keys to put us behind the door. Like … they’ve got power to let us out or keep 

us behind the door or like anything.’ (Ashley) 

‘At the end of the day, they have power over you. They have immense amount of power over 

you. Because they, they unlock you in the morning. Then they lock you back up.’ (Tyler) 

Here, I suggest that Ashley’s and Tyler’s perspectives on officers and ‘lock up’ illustrate the 

relationship between a complex and intangible governmental power and the physical body. 

These perspectives demonstrate how prison officers (who are identified as exerting power 

in an unpredictable manner) have control over basic freedoms such as the ability to leave 

rooms. The changeable and invisible nature of these forms of power, as detailed above, make 

it difficult to predict how they will manifest, and the carceral volatility this can provoke is 

compounded by the impact of this power upon the body, both in terms of prison officers 

having control of the prisoners’ physical body, and responsibility for its safekeeping. Despite 
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being in prisons on the opposite sides of the country, both participants shared similar stories 

of officers using their power to make life difficult for prisoners they didn’t like:  

‘Like there was one situation in [Prison 2] where there was one guy. He was in jail for … I think 

… for robbery or something. But because he was getting on the guv’s nerves so much, they 

put him in the block and they put him in another house block and they made up a rumour 

saying that he’s a rapist. […] and none of us can find out because we don’t have no computer 

or record of whatever. To find out. So, he had a hard time. Like … He had a really hard time. 

Really hard time.’ (Ashley) 

‘I’ve seen it with my eyes, them make prisoners lives absolutely living hell because they don’t 

like ‘em. […] they have a good idea of what’s going on in terms of the politics and can 

influence it by … by … by … whatever they want – spreading rumours about people as well.’ 

(Tyler) 

These examples again illustrate that the discursive reality presented by neoliberal rhetoric, 

that each prisoner possesses the agentic ability to control their own prison experience 

through individualised choices and behaviour, is a precarious and unstable notion. Were an 

‘easy’ time in prison simply dependent upon each prisoner’s capacity for ‘keeping one’s head 

down’, then this would be a reasonably easy goal to meet. The subtheme of Relationships 

with Prison Officers identified in Tyler’s and Ashley’s narratives, however, illustrate a space 

of carceral volatility in which the potential for enacted violence is ever present, and where 

individuals’ desires and attempts to avoid or control harm frequently have no bearing on 

whether or not it occurs. 

The volatility in relationships with prison officers, which was prevalent in both narratives, 

can be characterised by ‘not knowing where you stand’, an unpredictability that seems to be 

understood as unique to the contemporary prison.  Although Tyler served his sentence in the 

2010s, his account echoes William’s nostalgia for the ‘olden days’ of prison and their 

supposedly highly-organised social boundaries, where officers were strict and people ‘knew 

where they stood’. He explains that younger and newer staff feel ‘more corruptible’:  

‘In the olden days when you had lots of ex-army people that were in prison, they didn’t take 

any ... they … they were straight down the line. As prison officers. You knew where you stood 

with them. They were strict. And for me – someone who didn’t want to get involved with 

anything, strict is good. Because you know – you knew that if someone was doing something 

that was out of order it would be dealt with. Whereas in a prison … in prison like [Prison 4] 
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there’s a lot of young staff. There’s, you know, we were all aware of how some of the staff 

were corruptible by some people with money.’ (Tyler) 

This extract is further illustrative of a shift to softer forms of power as something which is 

not only noticed and felt by older prisoners, but as a phenomenon which shapes 

contemporary experiences of the neoliberal prison. Here, those who are made responsible 

for ‘keeping order’ and, arguably, for caring for the prisoners are positioned as not being 

sufficiently reliable to do so, engendering a constant potential for disorder and reactive 

violence that is characteristic of a carceral volatility. 

Within Luke’s narrative, I also found reflections upon officers’ limited abilities to keep order. 

As identified in his pen portrait, Luke was very reflective about his experiences, and the social 

and political context of prison. Therefore, within his narrative, he reflects upon the role of 

the prison officer in a way that can be understood as offering a complex and nuanced account 

of the hierarchy of power in which officers are vulnerable to precarity and insecurity, 

particularly in the context of frontline staff cuts: 

‘But also, like, a little bit vulnerable because there were not enough staff in the jail, so I feel 

like they had to have that, like, balance of being really sound with us, because if it kicked off, 

they'd be - they wouldn't have enough numbers anyway, so they kind of have to hold, like, a 

line where they do compromise and they are sound with most of the guys.’ (Luke) 

In this extract we can see the material impacts of the reduction of staff numbers as a result 

of austerity and benchmarking processes. We can also conceptualise Luke’s narrative as 

illustrating the idea of a complex chain of care (see section 5.4.1), illustrating the ways in 

which care is lacking for particular groups of people throughout the prison.  While some 

criminological research documents prison officers’ capacity for care (Crawley 2004, Sparks 

et al. 1996, Tait 2011), the narratives documented in this thesis tend to view prison officers 

as people with problematic motives and a desire for control. These narratives demonstrate 

that ‘the prison’s coercive potential is always coiled in the background, but it is now difficult 

to predict when it might be activated’ (Crewe 2011a, 513) and many participants seem to 

experience prison officers as vessels of this power, as is seen particularly in Ashley’s and 

Tyler’s narratives. As in any insecure relationships with those responsible for caregiving, 

volatility is produced; in this instance it is a carceral volatility that shapes the production of 

other relationships within the prison, and the prison theatre space, as will be explored in 

Chapter 5.  
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4.3 Care in a Context of Carceral Volatility 

As well as portraying a strong sense of carceral volatility, the poem also invoked a sense of 

comradeship and community between prisoners, particularly in the fourth verse, which 

reads: 

The melting pot 

Living with guys who have killed. 

Within a blink of an eye 

They could just take your life. 

But they don’t. 

A load of brothers and cousins. 

Just drastically different experiences going on 

Within the same place. 

You get a sense of gratitude 

An opportunity for growth 

I found that the theme of Care in a Context of Carceral Volatility was prevalent in the former 

prisoners’ narratives, emerging most notably from stories of mutual support and sharing 

resources (The Care Collective 2020). These are documented below in order to illustrate a 

pre-existing appetite and ability for care that is not unique to prison theatre, and to 

demonstrate how carceral volatility can be resisted through acts of care and connection.  

In his narrative, David explains that, during his time in prison, regional identities shaped 

relationships and that he was able to make ‘life-long lasting friends’. From this, we can 

understand shared identities in prison as offering opportunities for solidarity and 

community.: 

‘Went I went to [Prison 41] in 1981, I’d been on the wing ten minutes and a guy from  [Area 

5] came down and he said, I heard you was coming, I’m going to show you who the lads are 

and who the lads aren’t […] there was about twenty, twenty-five of us out of about two 

hundred on the wing who all stuck together and just watched each other’s backs and there 

was loads of scousers and loads of Manc lads, I made life-long lasting friends in there from 

early days who supported  me and took me along under their wings. If I didn’t have that, I 
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hate to think what would have happened, if I’d have been on my own for all them years. 

Wherever you go, there’s scousers and Manc lads, despite the hatred outside when it comes 

to football, you always get on in jail and you always have a life about Liverpool and Man 

United and the music, the Beatles and Oasis, you’re always having a crack and talking about 

things, these little common grounds and you always like to go the gym and play football and 

the London boys also realise that you are switched on and clued up so they jump on and they 

the rest of the country just get jogged on; there’s a line from  Liverpool to Manchester to 

London and everyone else is just looking on from the outside’. (David) 

Ideas of mistrust amongst prisoners were prevalent in the former prisoners’ narratives, 

particularly in relation to ideas of ‘being on your guard’ and not making ‘true friends’ in prison 

(Crewe 2009), and these can be compounded by structural impediments to developing 

enduring friendships in prison, including trust issues, hierarchies of crimes and the transient 

nature of peoples’ presence (ibid). However, with the above extract we can see how the 

shared status of prisoner, alongside shared regional backgrounds, which Crewe describes as 

trumping ‘most other affiliations’ (ibid, 324), can result in a mutual solidarity and regard. An 

understanding of this sense of togetherness and community within prisons can enable a 

richer appreciation of the ways in which care and community are shaped and experienced 

within theatre spaces in the neoliberal prison.  

Ashley’s narrative contains stories of him finding spaces for connection through partaking in 

activities like cooking, drinking and smoking together. These can be conceptualised as 

attempts to reproduce parts of the ‘outside’: 

‘Like, there is a lot of prohibited items in jail … [EP Yeah] But like … it’s just like some people 

are like social drinkers, social smokers, so … like when there was like – before the smoking 

ban – so someone made alcohol – we was outside in the exercise yard – this was in the 

summer. Everyone was like – everyone was like chillin’. It just felt like we was having a day 

out in the park – I swear to you – it was crazy.’ (Ashley)  

‘Like there’s people that will be cooking food for other – for everyone – everyone’s putting in 

like ingredients for everyone to do a big cook up. Like it would – it was really – it was really 

like homey. Cos everyone was like … everyone was doing something for someone else. You 

know what I mean? [EP Yeah] And it was like – it was just like I was in the place of like a load 

of brothers and cousins. And it was like– it was crazy.’ (Ashley) 
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Here, we can understand how the (sanctioned and unsanctioned) sharing of resources 

creates a sense of community and allows for respite from the culture of mistrust and 

volatility documented earlier in this chapter.  We can view this as an ‘escape’ from prison 

life, a theme more fully explored in Chapter 7. 

The former prisoners’ narratives often seemed to privilege ideas of relational solidarity and 

acts of support, such as cheering people up, helping them with literacy and protecting them 

from bullies:   

‘I was like – I was like the wing clown. And I think like everyone needed me cos like I – like 

sometimes, yeah, in the morning I would see people come out their cell, they would just look 

so miserable and depressed and when they see me and I start smiling, they start smiling as 

well.’ (Ashley) 

‘I would help the guys that couldn’t read and most of the time they just couldn’t figure out 

anything because they can’t read it and when it comes to the food they see something and 

be like no I want that but you have picked that and I would just talk to them quietly on their 

own and say you are always getting your menu wrong can you not read and they would be 

like no so I would say cool I will do your menu for you so you get your chicken every 

Wednesday and Sunday so you know what I mean, things like that.’ (Darren) 

‘Working with the guys who are being bullied and their families are being threatened outside 

because they’ve got a debt or trying to get someone on a course because you know by getting 

them on this course, they’ve got a chance of getting out on their next parole board because 

they’ve been trying to get on this course for ten years and now suddenly this course has 

appeared somewhere and you might be able to talk to someone to get them on this course if 

you fight hard enough, doing things like that.’ (David) 

‘There was one guy who, who […] Different walk of life entirely like, you know. But we got on 

really well. Like his, his daughter was learning Spanish and I helped him learn a few phrases 

of Spanish to talk to his daughter […] when I found out my dad had died, he, he just. He just 

took me in his cell and just, just sat with me.’ (Tyler) 

The inclusion of these examples within their narratives illustrates Shailor’s reflections on ‘the 

powerful … hunger for association, conversation, exploration, and expression’ (2021, 420) 

that he noticed when working in prisons. They are demonstrative of the way in which 

performing care and ‘helping’ is valued, and interdependencies are both recognised and 

embraced (The Care Collective 2020). This demonstrates a lived reality of interpersonal 
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agency, in juxtaposition to the false reality of individual agency posited by the regime, as well 

resistance to the ‘organised loneliness’ (ibid, 45) cultivated by a carceral volatility and a 

neoliberal rhetoric of individualism and self-interest. These extracts also provide important 

context to the consideration of prison theatre’s role in the delivery of care.  While, as Chapter 

7 will show, prison theatre can cultivate acts and experiences of care, through the former 

prisoners’ narrative, we can conceptualise prison theatre as a space which facilitates 

expressions of care and connection, which are much desired by participants rather than a 

space which engenders an ability, or even desire, to care and to connect. 

4.4 Summary  

Carceral volatility can thus be understood as an ontological insecurity (Giddens 1991) 

exacerbated by the tension between a soft penal power (Crewe 2009) which requires a self- 

governance from prisoners who become active agents in their own rehabilitation (Crewe 

2007), and a lack of control over many aspects of their prison experience, including their own 

physical body, exposure to violence, and the way they are perceived by fellow prisoners. I 

suggest that this cultivates an environment in which there is an ever-present potential for 

physical or emotional harm, creating a pressure or sense of unease which is unique to the 

prison experience. This can be seen within the poem presented which described prison as a 

time limited alternate reality/the slaughterhouse/the first time I felt fear and a very 

dangerous place/ very unpredictable. The idea of prisons as an alternate reality in which the 

rules are both different and unpredictable illustrates how the prison space can be 

experienced as precarious, and unknowable, cultivating a pressure which engenders a 

carceral volatility. The ways in which the harms of a carceral volatility can penetrate and 

impact the individual can be further seen in Ashley’s mixing up of tenses and talking about 

prison as if he was still there (see Ashley’s pen portrait in section 4.1.1).  

However, as I demonstrated in section 4.3, while a carceral volatility underpins the 

experience of prison, exacerbating feelings of insecurity and threat, it does not completely 

restrict opportunities for care and connection. Here, I suggest that while a carceral volatility 

does contribute to the ‘organised loneliness’ cultivated by a neoliberal landscape (The Care 

Collective 2020, 45) through exacerbating feelings of self-interest, and mistrust towards 

others, and leaving individuals ‘less able to provide care as well as less likely to receive it’ 

(ibid, 4), it does not stop the desire to deliver care amongst prisoners. This can be seen in a 

nostalgia for the ‘old days’ in prison, which seemingly offered predictability, and clearly 

delineated social boundaries, providing opportunities for collectivism and interdependency 

which have, at least in part, been eroded by neoliberal ideas of individual agency over 
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relational agency. Despite the significant limitations placed on the ability to perform care, 

there are spaces and communities within prisons where acts of care can thrive, as will be 

further discussed in section 7.2 in relation to Crewe et al’s’ (2013) idea of emotion zones. 

This knowledge provides important context to prison theatre as it demonstrates an appetite 

and ability for care that precedes any prison theatre projects. While, as I demonstrate in 

Chapter 7, theatre practice can cultivate acts of care in prison, that they do engender the 

ability or willingness to care is key to hold during a consideration of the potential and 

limitations of prison theatre. The acts of care documented in this chapter can be understood 

as ‘small acts of living’ (Wade 1997), that is ‘any attempt to imagine or establish a life based 

on respect and equality, on behalf of one's self or others’ (ibid 25). However, it is important 

to note that these acts of living, while potentially providing feelings of comfort, resistance or 

comradeship, do not bring about structural change, or redress oppression, power imbalance, 

or the substantial harms presented in this chapter.    

The ‘sense’ provided in this chapter of the lived realities storied by the former prisoners is 

crucial to hold in order to understand the preceding chapters and narratives presented 

within them more fully. It illustrates the pressures that the participants bring into the prison 

theatre space, and the potential of feelings of mistrust, and being ‘on one’s guard’ which 

poses challenges to a discipline which relies upon collaboration and collective working. The 

sense of carceral volatility presented in this chapter aids our understanding of how prison 

theatre can act as a release, or on escape from this environment (see section 7.2.1), as well 

the potential for theatre practice to contribute to feelings of volatility in the prison. The 

following chapter situates a social and economic precarity within a context of the carcerally 

volatile prison. It identifies the significant impacts that a landscape of precarity has had upon 

the delivery and experience of prison theatre and the emotional lives of those who deliver 

and participate in theatre in the contemporary prison, and discusses these in relation to 

criminological, psychosocial and cultural policy literature. 
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Chapter 5. Precarity: ‘Funding: It’s Important’ 

5.1 Introduction  

Through my analysis of the narratives collected in this study I found that a social and political 

landscape of precarity has had significant detrimental impacts upon the delivery and 

experience of prison theatre and the emotional lives of those who deliver and participate in 

the discipline. This chapter presents an analysis of the narratives of all participant groups to 

demonstrate the ways in which a landscape of financial precarity cultivated a relational 

precarity within prison theatre, and the wider prison, and documents the material effects 

this has upon the delivery and experience of prison theatre practice. As the pen portraits of 

former prisoners were documented in the previous chapter (see section 4.1.1), the below 

section presents the pen portraits of the directors and freelancers, to provide important 

context to the narratives presented in the rest of the chapter.   

5.1.1 Introducing the participants 

Although all participants in this study are anonymised, to those who are actively involved in 

prison theatre, the companies and directors may be identifiable. This was unavoidable due 

to the discipline being dominated by a small number of companies and many practitioners 

having worked with and for multiple companies. All directors in this study stated that they 

were happy to be named, however I made the decision to anonymise them to further protect 

the identities of some of the freelancers and former prisoners who preferred not to be 

named. While pseudonyms chosen by the participants have been used for the freelancers 

and former prisoners, the directors have instead been assigned numbers. This is not an 

ideological or hierarchical decision, but a practical one intended to allow the reader to easily 

link the directors to their companies, which are also numbered.  

5.1.1.1 Directors   

The directors interviewed for this study reflected a range of key figures in the English prison 

theatre landscape in terms of age, gender and the types of theatre projects they deliver in 

prison. Descriptions of the companies they work for can be found in Appendix A. Key points 

from these pen portraits are noted below: 

Director 1 

Director 1 had worked for Company 1, which delivers issue-based theatre projects in prisons 

and the community, since the 1990s. His narrative focused on the story and history of 

Company 1, which provided lots of useful insights into policy changes and how they have 

affected prison theatre. He seemed a little taken aback when I asked him about his personal 
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experiences of prison theatre. However, he was also open and candid about the changes in 

prisons and how they had affected Company 1 and at times, for example, when talking about 

his first prison project, he displayed his personal feelings towards incidents and experiences.  

Director 2 

Director 2 had had what he describes as a ‘portfolio career’ – he has worked for a number of 

different organisations and on different projects since beginning his career in prison theatre 

with Company 1 in the 1980s. This long portfolio career, working for a wide variety of 

organisations, meant his narrative was more focused around his personal experiences, than 

Director 1 who focused predominantly on Company 1. Director 2 was also able to provide a 

history of the way in which policy had impacted prison theatre for him. He seemed to me to 

be the most politically radical of all the directors. He described himself as an ‘anarcho’ and 

the idea of prison theatre as radical was a key thread of his narrative. His company (Company 

2) uses multi-disciplinary arts practice to deliver radical and experimental courses in prisons 

and the community. 

Director 3 

Director 3 set up her own company in the late 2000s which delivers issue-based, educational 

and behavioural change practice in prisons and the community. Much of the company’s’ 

work is no longer based in prisons, relying heavily on private contracts with community 

institutions and agencies, such as colleges and alternative education provisions, although 

they had just finished a prison project when we spoke. As she explained, Company 3 works 

across the criminal justice system, which she understands as much broader than prisons. 

Director 3 was my first employer out of university, and when working with her, I got the 

sense that she is a high achiever and very goal orientated. In this way, I also felt that she 

might be trying to ‘achieve’ at this interview. She was professional and friendly but also 

slightly guarded. She gave quite short answers and at points I felt as though she was 

conceptualising the interview as an exam. Her interview style reflects the way she 

approaches her theatre practice in terms of answering a need or filling a gap. However, her 

narrative also had poignant moments of vulnerability, particularly when talking about her 

relationships with prisons and prison staff. 

Director 4 

Director 4 also began working for Company 1 in the early 1990s. He took over as Director for 

Company 4, which utilises a variety of arts disciplines to deliver socially engaged arts practice 

in prisons and the community in the mid-1990s. Like Director 2, (with whom Director 4 has 
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worked and with whom he is close friends), Director 4 identifies as very radical in both his 

practice and politics. This was clear throughout his narrative, and he identified the way his 

politics shape his practice more overtly than any other director. Director 4 also works in 

academia and spoke more about ideas than experiences during his narrative.   

Director 5 

Director 5 set up her own company, which delivers issue-based programmes in prisons, in 

the mid-2010s. She is the company’s’ only full-time employee, and she relies heavily on 

freelancers and student placements. I knew Director 5 professionally prior to our interview, 

having previously worked for her.  Within her narrative she alluded to money issues, and it 

feels important to note that she, like the freelancers, was a precarious worker delivering 

work as a sole trader at the time of our interview.  Several interviewees identified Director 5 

as a ‘good businesswoman’, and she represented herself as such throughout her narrative in 

the way that she talked about, packaged and sold work.  

Director 6 

Director 6 set up her own company in the 1990s which delivers ‘arts for art’s sake’ prison 

theatre projects and provides long-term support for prisoners post release. Within her 

narrative, she spoke to a different type of theatre practice to the other interviews, both 

because of the style of practice she delivers and because she seems to be more less 

connected to the other practitioners in that they have worked/ trained together and even, 

as Directors 3 and 4 alluded to, have a WhatsApp group. Like the other women interviewed, 

Director 6’s narrative focused far more on the company’s’ history than on her personal 

experience, although, it felt to me that Director 6 was so much the ‘figurehead’ of Company 

6 that the personal and professional were closely intertwined for her. 

5.1.1.2 Freelancers 

The freelancers represented a less diverse participant group than the other two groups. All 

participants were white, university educated women who had first begun their practice 

within the last 10 years and had accessed prison theatre through their university institutions. 

While there are no official statistics on representation within prison theatre, in my 

experience this group broadly represented the demographics of people who are currently 

most prevalent within the field.  Key points from the freelancer pen portraits are document 

below: 
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Jessica 

Jessica and I spoke over video about a month into the first Covid-19 lockdown. We had done 

our MA together so know each other relatively well. She has always struck me as an 

incredibly anxious woman and this was reflected in her interview, as well as in the lead up to 

the interview. She checked repeatedly that it would be anonymised as she was worried that 

she would sound stupid and struggled to see that she would have much of value to say. She 

apologised repeatedly throughout the interview for what she saw as rambling, or going off 

on tangents. I wondered if the fact it was me doing the interview – as someone who knows 

her and worked with her on her first prison project in which she was very nervous and I was 

very experienced – had any impact on this. 

Jessica freelanced for Company 5 on their week-long issue-based courses in both the female 

and male estate and had set up her own projects in her local male prison. These included a 

two-week long family programme, a course about employment funded by a local charity and 

a rolling drama club in the prison. She was the only one of this participant group to have set 

up her own project. 

Lucy 

Lucy and I spoke via Zoom at the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic. We had previously 

worked together on a project that she led and I had covered a few sessions for, so didn’t 

know her well but we had got on. We only had a short period of time to talk – initially an 

hour but she was a bit late and by the time we’d caught up and talked a bit about the project 

it was approximately 45 minutes. Lucy was particularly critical of short-term interventions 

and their potential impact for participants as well as the support she received on projects. 

The way she switched between phrasing and language when she talked about drama vs when 

she talked about prisons more generally was interesting to me and her initial answer that 

‘theatre was for education’ and reference to embedded learning felt to me to reflect a 

neoliberalisation of arts practice that I witnessed in some of the young company directors.  

Lucy’s freelance prison theatre experience was solely through Company 5, although she also 

had delivered some non-theatre work with a charity in a women’s prison. 

Jane 

Jane and I were introduced through Lucy. She had done her undergraduate degree at 

University 5, where I had done my MA but pointed out multiple times throughout the 

interview that she was a mature student who had lots of experience working in community 

based criminal justice. Whilst we had not met before, we had some very easy conversation 
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prior to the commencement of the interview. I got the sense that Lucy had vouched for me 

as Jane seemed relaxed and interested in my work. The strongest feeling I got from the 

interview was a sense of scorn towards Company 5, and [University 5], for placing her with 

them. She laughed a lot, quite sarcastically and was very blunt about the problems she had 

with Company 5, describing it as crap, and dangerous, and describing Director 5 as 

unsupportive. It felt to me as if she was angry about Company 5’s practice and that her 

severed ties with the company meant that she felt very comfortable ‘venting’, without the 

fear of repercussions.  

While Jane’s freelance experience was all with Company 5, where she had started as a 

student placement, at the time of the interview, she was employed part time by a prison to 

deliver arts-based work on a special intervention wing.  

Rebecca 

Rebecca was the only participant in this study that I contacted directly, without any 

introductions. I recruited her through her professional website as I saw on Twitter that she 

had freelance experience and had done her MA at University 1, where I had done my 

undergrad. The first thing that felt important to me about this interview before it had started 

was that Rebecca was very keen to be anonymous. She stated this was because she was 

speaking on behalf of herself, not any company and I got the sense throughout the interview 

that she felt very grateful to be working for the companies and did not want to jeopardise 

this. She described working for Company 4 as a ‘clique’ in a manner that made me think that 

her having penetrated the ‘clique’, and the networks she had built were a source of pride to 

her. Relationships and connections were referenced in different ways throughout Rebecca’s 

narrative including her personal relationships, the relationships she cultivated with 

employers, her own relationships with prisoners and prisoners’ relationships with one 

another.  

Rebecca’s freelance prison theatre experience was mainly with Company 4 and 12 (a prison-

based arts company which uses drama predominately as an education tool) and, at the time 

of interview, made up 70 – 80% of her income. 

Catherine 

Catherine and I spoke online a couple of months into lockdown. She responded to a Facebook 

post on our old university theatre in prison training alumni page – she had done the same 

course as I did but 6 years later. I noticed that Catherine used prisoners’ names in a way that 

everyone else I interviewed did not. This could be due to inexperience or lack of security 
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training but I also felt that connecting with people was really important to her. She regularly 

tried to put herself in other peoples’ positions – she would tell me how beneficial a project 

was for the participants or how a male facilitator experienced something.  

Catherine was very new to prison theatre, having worked on one student project and in one 

volunteer role. She was skyping from her parents’ house where she was currently living while 

she was deciding what to do. She mentioned in the interview that she may want to go into 

social work as theatre in prisons doesn’t make enough tangible difference. The idea of 

wanting to make a difference, or change lives was a theme throughout her interview as she 

regularly referred to how theatre can change lives by providing ‘other’ skills or opportunities. 

5.1.2 Introducing Precarity 

The term ‘precarity’ is used to describe an economic and cultural shift characterised by a lack 

of secure employment, a ‘gig’ economy (Larsson & Teigland 2020) and unpredictable 

conditions of life which can exacerbate feelings of vulnerability, displacement, and 

hopelessness amongst individuals (Kasmir 2018). Within prison theatre, experiences of 

precarity can result from insecure working within theatre practice, exacerbated by cuts to 

arts funding resulting from austerity, alongside austerity related prison budget cuts and the 

subsequent implementation of benchmarking which led to reduced and unstable funding 

streams for enrichment activities (Crowhurst & Harwich 2016).  In this study I found that 

participants had been affected by precarity in three key ways, and have divided the chapter 

into three subthemes accordingly. The three subthemes of Precarity presented in this 

chapter are: 

5.2 Employment 

This section demonstrates that a precarious funding landscape has impacted upon 

companies’ abilities to hire permanent workers, and subsequent use of freelance workers. 

5.3 Short-Term Projects 

 This section highlights how precarious arts and prison have resulted in the delivery of short-

term, one-off projects rather than repeated or sustained programmes. 

 5.4 Relational Precarity 

This section shows how a culture of instability within both prisons and the arts has resulted 

in limitations on time for developing projects and professional relationships has caused 

increased experiences of relational precarity. 
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This chapter presents key findings within each of these subthemes, offering an account of 

how financial precarity cultivates emotional and relational insecurity and illustrating the 

ways that this can impact on the delivery of prison theatre. 

5.2 Employment  

This section details the ways in which experiences of employment within prison theatre had 

been shaped by neoliberalism. My analysis of narratives from participants within the 

directors and freelancer groups was revealing of a landscape of precarious employment 

cultivated by increasingly precarious funding streams, resulting from cuts to both arts 

funding (Harvie 2013) and prison funding for enrichment activities (Crowhurst & Harwich 

2016). I found that this subsequently led to a reliance on freelance workers, for many 

companies particularly those which had been established during a time of austerity. In this 

section, I present the finding that the opportunity to employ long-term, or permanent staff 

is significantly limited by a landscape of increased competition and reduced funding and 

document the ways that this can negatively affect the emotional lives of prison theatre 

facilitators and the delivery of prison theatre practice. In section 5.2.1 Precarity as 

governmentality, I present my analysis of the participants’ perceptions and reflections 

around choice in relation to hiring practices to illustrate that precarity can act as a form of 

neoliberal governmentality in shaping the perspectives and decisions of theatre 

practitioners. I then go on to present the psychosocial impacts of this governmentality, and 

how these can translate into ‘little acts’ (Stenning 2018) in section 5.2.2 Psychosocial impacts 

of precarious employment.  

While not all of the company directors interviewed use freelancers for the delivery of their 

practice, in his narrative, Director 1 demonstrates why the employment of freelance staff is 

a popular option, especially for directors of newer companies and those who own their 

companies, who therefore rely on making profit in order to receive a wage. His idea that 

hiring permanent staff members poses a threat to winning contracts can be situated within 

in a neoliberal context of precarity, and competition borne of cuts to arts funding (Harvie 

2013). While Director 1 feels his staff are adequately supported by a clear staff structure, 

and the provision of training programmes and clinical supervision, he is unable to sell 

Company 1’s practice at competitive rates and classes their programmes as ‘expensive’:   

‘[There is] a big fear around ‘who’s going to win this work?’ Because one of the things we’re 

judged on is cost. […] And we’re expensive […] we’re expensive because we permanently 

employ people. So, all my staff are permanently employed […] They all get 35 days holiday a 
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year, their national insurance is paid, we pay into a pension, they’re salaried […] They have a 

permanent job. It’s a job for the rest of their lives should they want it and should we still exist 

for the rest of their lives. Why do we do that? Because we think the work is important enough 

that you have to invest in the people who deliver the work. They get 6 months training, 

officially but in fact they get … they’re working through a 5-year competency framework with 

an appraisal and a skillset that they have to achieve year on year. […] we’ve got a practitioner 

team manager who manages the practitioners. She is managed by a director of programmes 

who manages all of the work. She is managed by me who overviews the entire organisation. 

It’s a, you know, we have infrastructure and costs. They all receive clinical supervision every 

2 – every 6 weeks. If they want individual supervision, they ask for it and I get it to them [clicks 

fingers] instantly. This doesn’t come cheap. Why – Why do we do all that? Because we think 

that the work is so important that you can’t just dump anyone in these environments and 

expect them to do anything of value. That’s why we’re expensive. And I know that there will 

be people bidding for the same contracts that we’re going for who will essentially be one 

person and maybe they’ll bring in a student to co deliver with them. And I’m not saying 

whether that’s a good or bad thing but I certainly wouldn’t be doing it myself. So, you know, 

I think that’s where the difficulty lies.’ (Director 1) 

 

That this is unusual for an arts organisation demonstrates how a competitive landscape, 

borne from neoliberal policies which have led to reductions in both arts and criminal justice 

funding, can force companies to choose between offering competitively priced services or 

providing long-term, reliable employment and support for their staff. Director 1’s staffing 

choices reflect a prioritisation of people over contracts, careful practice, and the relative 

security of Company 1 in relation to newer companies such as Company 3 and Company 5. 

This security provides additional employment choices for Director 1, which are missing from 

many of the other narratives. In this section, I present my analysis of narratives from 

freelancers and directors to demonstrate two key findings. Firstly, that a landscape of 

precarity, which limits options for long-term secure employment can act as a form of 

neoliberal governmentality in restricting options and agency around employment. Secondly, 

I demonstrate that experiences of precarious employment can have negative psychosocial 

impacts upon freelancers which can, in turn, affect the delivery of prison theatre.  

5.2.1 Precarity as Governmentality 

My analysis of the practitioners’ narratives found that the participants frequently positioned 

aspects of precarity, such as short-term, unreliable employment and funding streams, as 
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necessary to working within the arts. I understand this as a form of governmentality, through 

which the choices and actions taken by the participants in this study are produced by the 

restriction of choice in a precarious, neoliberal landscape. In this section, I present the 

subtheme of Precarity as Governmentality to demonstrate how neoliberal stories presents 

precarity as a necessary aspect of a contemporary cultural and social landscape, and to 

document how this has shaped practitioners’ understanding of their experiences of prison 

theatre. 

The ways in which choices are shaped by a neoliberal governmentality could particularly be 

seen in the narratives of Director 2 and Director 5 who, at the time of their interviews, were 

operating sole traders. In his narrative Director 2 explains that, despite having worked in 

prison theatre for over 30 years, he would struggle to earn a full-time wage delivering prison 

theatre projects, and relies on his lecturing job and the fact that his mortgage is paid off: 

‘It’s really tough out there at the moment and has been for a long time. I now, I don’t think 

about it much really if I can but some projects, I’m not earning minimum wage and I’m 

someone with over thirty years of experience. And I’m doing them because I want to do the 

work, you know I’m not doing it because it’s like, I’m in a privileged position as well I guess 

because I’ve got a house. There’s no mortgage now, that’s finally got paid off. And I teach at 

[University 6] and that pays me well. I have a bit of guaranteed income each year but even 

with [Company 2] now I’m not on a PAYE. I’ve gone back to effectively being a freelancer for 

[Company 2] just because the money is not there.’ (Director 2) 

As well as demonstrating the impacts of precarity on Director 2’s own work, this extract 

highlights how financial security, gained from developing his practice in a less precarious age, 

informs the choices he makes, particularly in relation to being able to do prison theatre 

projects because he wants to. Through Director 5’s relationship with precarity, we can 

understand her as more vulnerable to a neoliberal governmentality which informs her own 

understandings and experiences of precarity. Her narrative shows that she has been a 

precarious worker for the duration of her prison theatre career. She explains that she began 

her career working for company 7 where, despite being a full-time worker for over 2 years, 

she was self-employed and so wasn’t entitled to sick pay or annual leave:   

‘I was self-employed […] so technically I didn't have to give notice, but I did, and I let them, 

you know, have a look at the website, and – [E Why were you self-employed?] I don't know, 

it just worked out better for them […] They didn't have to pay holiday, didn't have to pay sick 

[…] and even though city 15 was cheap, I still didn't have much leftover money after - 
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especially even with, like, having two weeks off at Christmas, and not getting paid.’ (Director 

5) 

We can see that, as the founder of Company 5, Director 5 still experiences precarity through 

gaps in contracts. The below extract demonstrates how this impacts her wellbeing in that, 

when we spoke, she was becoming increasingly worried about gaps in contracts and how she 

would support herself: 

‘It's just worrying because I was in - last year I was in such a good position, […] and now I'm 

thinking, ‘Shit,’ […] it is worrying, […] I mean, it's my livelihood, and because it was doing so 

well, it didn't make you think ‘Oh, I need to find another job, or I need to think about 

something different’ but if it doesn't bring in a monthly wage for me, then it's going to be a 

bit tricky.’ (Director 5) 

Through this extract we can recognise the material impacts of precarity upon her as financial 

instability and feelings of worry and stress. Although in this thesis I critique some of the 

decisions she makes around her hiring and training practice, and the content and packaging 

of Company 5’s work (see section 6.3) in order to ensure she can consistently sell it to prisons, 

these decisions can be understood as at least partially informed by her own experiences of 

precarity and of an underlying neoliberal, governmental power. In Feeling the squeeze: 

Towards a psychosocial geography of austerity in low to-middle income families Stenning 

demonstrates how the ‘big stuff’, in this case austerity, can be felt in the micro and links ‘little 

effects’ (such as rising prices and falling incomes) with ‘little acts’ (such as being ‘tight’ or 

miserly with money) that have ‘little affects’ (unease, sadness, shame) (2018, 7). The above 

extract acts as an example of how Stenning’s (2018) idea of the ‘big stuff’ can be experienced 

in the micro, and how ‘little effects’ like smaller budgets for prison theatre can cause ‘little 

acts’ such as precarious hiring processes and have ‘little affects’, including Director 5’s own 

feelings of worry and the feelings of some of her freelance employees.   

An analysis of the freelancers’ narratives found that their position as a freelance worker was 

more informed by a context of precarity than personal preference. For them, a trend towards 

precarious hiring practices (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2010, Siebert & Wilson 2013) and a 

favouring of ‘extremely short-term contracts that are counted in days or weeks rather than 

months or years’ (Conor et al 2015, 9) over long-term or permanent jobs meant that taking 

on freelance contacts was often the only option for those wanting to work within prison 

theatre. Rebecca was the most ‘successful’ prison theatre freelancer in that she had reliable, 

recurring contracts, with 70 – 80% of her income coming from prison-based work. Most of 
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the freelancers spoke of paid prison work which lasted between 1 and 2 weeks, with Rebecca 

again having the most stable and regular work of contracts with Company 12 that lasted 4 

weeks at a time.  These participants highlighted a number of emotional and practical 

difficulties with freelance work. Jessica’s narrative identified that she doesn’t feel she is 

particularly suited to this type of working and, although it provides with her freedom to 

control her own schedule, the unreliable contracts also restrict her freedom as she struggles 

to turn down work and lacks a steady income: 

‘Yeah. Erm… so I feel like I’ve learnt a lot about myself doing freelancing. I think it’s like 

incredibly draining. Erm… and it doesn’t really match, perhaps, with my personality. So, like 

… erm… But at the same time, I love freedom. I think freedom is the thing I value the most. 

So, for me, freedom is like also about being able to like … erm… I don’t know I guess it just 

applied to work; you know? Like freedom is being able to go home on the weekend if you 

want. It’s being able to work for different companies if you want to. But obviously freelance 

also takes away your freedom because you can’t work when you want to because you have 

to work all the time and you have no money. But yeah, I think it’s really, really hard, it’s really 

draining. It’s really difficult to navigate? So, like, I just felt like I really didn’t have like any sort 

of idea about how to go about freelancing. And you just kind of jump in the deep end and you 

don’t have any support.’ (Jessica) 

This link between freelancing and freedom echoes a neoliberal rhetoric of choice and agency, 

which Chen argues is a form of self-governance that ‘encourages individuals to willingly and 

freely choose to follow the path most conducive to their self-interest: the path which often 

turns out to be the normative one, the one for which the state has provided the best 

conditions’ (2013, 443). Chen explains that, while neoliberalism does not directly dictate 

these ‘choices’, it impacts upon the conditions ‘that make these choices desirable and 

voluntary and that instead of being coerced by direct disciplinary surveillance by the state, 

individuals now willingly and actively self-govern in a climate enabled by the state’ (ibid).  

Jessica’s construction of ‘freedom’ within her narrative, alongside the literature surrounding 

precarity and the creative industries (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2010, Siebert & Moxen 2011, 

Conor et al 2015), demonstrates that her position as a freelance worker is informed less by 

her choices and more by this being the only sort of employment available for those who want 

to work in prison theatre.  

The subtheme of Precarity as Governmentality emerged from examples of financial anxieties, 

self-doubt and safety related compromises, lending itself to Harvie’s ideas of ‘creative 
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destruction’, in which the wellbeing of ‘workers, livelihoods – in so many words, people’ 

(2003, 78) are sacrificed in order to produce work which is financially competitive and able 

to meet prison outcomes (as is further explored in Chapter 6).  While some benefits of 

freelance employment were noted within the narratives, including flexible working patterns, 

varied work experiences and realising an ideal of ‘being your own boss’, within this field, and 

for this participant group, full time work in prison theatre is scarce and competition for these 

positions is significant. Therefore, a freelance lifestyle is often less of a choice and rather the 

only option for those wanting to work within the field. The necessity of a precarious lifestyle 

for those wanting to begin careers in prison theatre is closely linked to ideas of cruel 

optimism (Berlant 2011), particularly within institutions which provide prison theatre 

training, as will be outlined in section 8.2.  

While considering the ways in which precarity shaped individuals’ choices around and 

experiences of working in prison theatre, it is also important to attend to how this groups’ 

held privileges may have also informed their relationship with ‘choice’. All participants within 

the freelance and director groups were university educated and had engaged in some form 

of voluntary or very low-paid work before accessing paid freelance employment, reflecting a 

landscape in which people who cannot afford to work for free are often excluded from 

accessing popular avenues of employment in the arts sector (Brook et al. 2018, Dubois 2015, 

Eikhof & Warhurst 2013, McRobbie 2016). Literature about unpaid work in the creative 

industries demonstrates that a structure which necessitates voluntary work prior to 

employment creates a system in which employment within the creative industries is kept as 

‘the preserve of the privileged’ (Belfiore 2021, 3).  

Within this study two of the former prisoners (William and Ashley) work on a freelance basis 

for Company 6, one (Darren) works for Company 6 on a more permanent contract and one 

(David) has done some community based freelance work for Company 5, demonstrating that 

there are routes to accessing socially engaged arts work that do not rely on the obvious 

privileges of the freelancers. However, all these participants were supported by Company 6, 

demonstrating both the potential for prison theatre which works with people on a long-term 

basis to enact care and support, and work is reliant upon the development of strong 

relationships. For those who lack these connections, or the training and ability to work for 

free, access to this employment can be very difficult. This results in a demographic of prison 

theatre practitioners who do not reflect the demographics of the participants they are 

working with, recapitulating hierarchical relationships which are already prevalent within the 

prison (Crewe 2009). Therefore, while it is important to understand how agency can be 
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shaped by precarity, it is also necessary to acknowledge the relative privilege of the 

freelancers and directors, and the structural inequalities which have led to a lack of 

representation of people for whom the creative industries are inaccessible, both within the 

prison theatre space and within this thesis, and the ways in which this is shaped by a 

precarious funding landscape and a wider neoliberal context of precarious working and 

restricted social support.  

5.2.2 Psychosocial Impacts of Precarious Employment  

I found that short-term, precarious employment contracts caused many of the freelance 

participants to feel as if they have to ‘prove themselves’ in order to gain more work, and to 

subsequently worry that they were incompetent, or ‘not good enough’. In this section, I draw 

upon Stenning’s 2018 work around the impact of austerity on the psychosocial experiences 

of low-income families to understand these feelings as psychosocial impacts of neoliberalism 

and demonstrate that these impacts can inform the delivery of prison theatre and result in 

the reproduction of social hierarchies and harms. At the beginning of section 5.2, an extract 

from Director 1 revealed that he provided supervision for his staff. This action can be 

understood as an illustration of Belfiore’s (2021) ideas of the ‘hidden costs’ of delivering 

socially engaged arts. These, she argues, include the psychological and emotional costs of 

working with vulnerable groups. This, compounded with feelings of failure and shame that 

can be cultivated by experiences of precarious working (Pimlott Wilson 2017, Malvelli 2018), 

means that there can be significant costs to staff who do not receive adequate support. In 

this section, I present the subtheme Psychosocial Impacts of Precarious Employment to 

illustrate the emotional costs of precarious work found within the narratives collected and 

to demonstrate that these emotional costs can translate into action within the prison theatre 

space. 

Within the freelancers’ narratives, we can see the relationship between the ‘little effects’, 

‘little acts’ and ‘little affects’ (Stenning 2017) of precarious employment for practitioners and 

demonstrates how this can impact upon the delivery of prison theatre practice. Throughout 

her narrative, Jessica compared herself to Director 5, and identified how she felt lacking 

beside her, as she was not ‘businessy’ enough: 

‘[Director 5] is very, very good. She’s got a very good business head on her. Like something 

else that I’ve learned about myself is like, I really don’t have a good business head on me. 

Like, I feel scared – I don’t want to approach people. I don’t like asking people – because I 

like, I just get worried and I overthink and then I waste time without sending things so, yeah, 
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I don’t know. I think the thing about being a freelancer is you really need to accept- like be 

confident and bold and brave and businessy. […] And I feel like I’m a little bit er… not enough 

in those areas to really succeed just doing facilitation.’ (Jessica) 

Within the above extract, we can see that Jessica feels she lacks the business skills to be a 

successful freelancer. The requirement for Jessica to have business skills is illustrative of 

Harvie’s idea of the ‘artrepreneur’. Harvie describes artrepreneurs as artists who are driven, 

by political, economic and social mandates to ‘model creative entrepreneurialism, marked by 

independence and the ability to take initiative, take risks, self-start, think laterally, problem-

solve, innovate ideas and practice, be productive, effect impact and realise, or at least 

stimulate, financial profits’ (Harvie 2013, 63). While Jessica has developed her own practice 

and contracts with a prison, her perceived inability to be ‘confident and bold and brave and 

businessy’ prevents her from embodying the role of entrepreneur. The attributes listed by 

Jessica provide an example of a neoliberal value system in which ideals of productivity and 

competitiveness are notably preferable to softness, or vulnerability. 

Both Jessica, and Catherine, who also alluded to experiences of precarity in their narratives, 

expressed ideas of uncertainty and failure throughout their narratives. Jessica was very keen 

that the interview be anonymised as; ‘I sound like a bit of an idiot; I don’t think I’m very 

articulate and What if some reads it and I sound stupid?’ Throughout the interview Jessica 

spoke about herself in negative ways, including explaining that she wasn’t funny, her 

narrative was unhelpful and she doesn’t ‘have a good business head on me’. Jessica 

apologising and repeatedly checking that she ‘makes sense’ can be conceptualised as her 

experiencing the ‘little affects’ and ‘little acts’ (Stenning 2018, 7) of precarity and a neoliberal 

rhetoric of competition, particularly feelings of uncertainty, inadequacy, failure, and shame 

and actions such as talking about herself in negative ways.  This is revealing of the material 

effects of neoliberalism upon the emotional lives of freelancers. 

Catherine was another participant for whom Stenning’s theory of ‘the big stuff’ being felt in 

the micro could be clearly seen. When we spoke, Catherine was a recent graduate who had 

only worked on student placements and in voluntary positions. She was hoping that her 

volunteer work with Company 10 would turn into paid work, explaining that ‘There’s, there’s 

some like word on the grapevine about funding for freelance paid work but I don’t – we don’t 

know yet. But I’m still there as a volunteer.’ Catherine’s working for free with no 

determinable end point, for a cause she really believes in, can be understood as an example 

of cruel optimism, especially as Catherine’s pursuit of a career in prison theatre necessitated 
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her moving back to her hometown to live with her parents. Like Jessica, Catherine’s 

experience of ‘big stuff’ such as precarity was felt through ‘little effects’ such as precarious 

job prospects and unpaid work and have resulted in ‘little affects’ including worrying about 

making sense and telling me ‘I don’t know how I feel about being myself’.  

We can also see evidence of Stenning’s theory of ‘the big stuff’ leading to ‘little effects’ and 

‘little acts’ when Catherine explains how feelings of powerlessness resulted in her being 

unable to advocate for her participants. She gives an example of the theatre project she did 

on her student placement which culminated in a performance. She explains that there was 

a specific prison officer that the participants did not want in attendance, but, as all staff were 

invited, she did not feel able to ask one staff member not to attend: 

‘I think the participants had felt quite … deflated by some of the guards – some of the prison 

guards. During the afternoon of the performance, we invited some of the staff in and they 

were like ‘please don’t invite this person in. We hate him. We don’t like him because he takes 

the mickey out of us all the time and it just makes us feel rubbish.’ And we cou- I – I – we just 

didn’t – we didn’t think about it. Like we just said – ‘Well, we’ll invite him anyway because, 

you know, all the staff are invited.’’ (Catherine) 

This resulted in some participants refusing to do the performance until Catherine was able 

to persuade them. This extract is revealing of complex hierarchies of power, between 

prisoners and officers, officers and outside organisations and students and their assessors. 

We can thus understand all individuals within this hierarchy as subject to a neoliberal 

governmentality which requires them to become active agents in their own, and others 

subjugation. It is important to note that the project Catherine references was assessed and 

contributed to her final university grade. As is further explored in Chapter 8, this is an 

illustration of how power between academic institutions and carceral institutions can 

intersect, causing students to become both victims and perpetrators of this institutional 

power in a way that most detrimentally affects the participants. Catherine’s own feelings of 

powerlessness in the institution caused her to disregard the feelings and concerns of those 

who hold less power than her, the consequences of which may have lasted far longer than 

her 3 days in the prison. Here, she is reproducing hierarchies and power dynamics already 

prevalent within the prison establishment (Crewe 2009), reflecting Harvie’s fear that socially 

engaged arts can ‘exacerbate inequalities more than they diminish them’ (2013, 3) and 

illustrating the far reaching and permeative effects of neoliberal governmental power.  
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We can see how ‘little effects’ can have ‘little affects’ (Stenning 2018) in Jane’s narrative 

when she explains how being a precariously waged freelancer results in her feeling as if ‘I 

need to prove myself and be better’ in order to continue to gain work. This, Jane feels, is 

exacerbated by her gender and she explains that ‘some people in the prison who work in this 

field as a woman feel like they have a lot to prove in the male prison’. The below extract from 

Jane’s narrative is illustrative of a tension between prison as a masculine environment, 

where bravery and strength are valued (Phillips 2001, Ricciardelli 2013, Rymhs 2012, Toch 

1998) and both arts practices and performances of care constructed as stereotypically 

feminine (Stuart Fisher 2020, Tronto 1993, 2013, The Care Collective 2020). In an 

environment where masculine neoliberal ideals such as competition and physical and 

emotional strength are valued and femininity and softness are devalued or understood as 

‘frailty’ or ‘weakness’ (The Care Collective 2020), working as a female in a feminised role can 

exacerbate ‘little affects’ such as the need to ‘proves oneself’. 

Through the below extract we can understand how the ‘little affect’ of feeling the need to 

prove oneself can translate into ‘little acts’ in which practitioners place themselves, or are 

placed, into dangerous situations. Jane gives examples of times she was placed in unsafe 

situations, included being alone with prisoners without having the appropriate prison vetting 

checks and being locked in rooms with ‘volatile’ prisoners: 

‘There was quite a lot of situations I probably shouldn’t have been placed in. Like being in a 

room by myself with the prisoners and no guard around when I wasn’t – I didn’t have a vetting 

– I wasn’t vetted yet. Erm… quite a lot of – quite difficult participants, who were quite volatile 

in the room I was placed alone with.’ (Jane) 

‘Because I was placed in a room with someone who was very volatile, behind a closed door 

with 6 other participants. That’s- that’s literally asking for trouble.’ (Jane) 

These excerpts suggest that, while Jane was critical of the dangerous situations that 

freelancers were placed in, she had also internalised the idea that she should be able to 

‘handle it’. Rebecca also seemed to have internalised this idea. She explains that when she 

was threatened, although she submitted a prison incident report (IR)6, she did not report the 

incident to the company as she felt she should be able to deal with it independently: 

‘And then I had a verbal threat from one of the men erm… quite a hor – quite a heavy verbal 

threat. But it had been very cleverly, kind of inadvertently given to me erm… so I – I IR’d 

 
6 The official process of documenting any incidents or near misses for any staff working in prisons 
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[incident reported] it – obviously – but I didn’t report it to the company, thinking ‘I’ve been 

threatened before – shit happens. You're in prison.’’ (Rebecca) 

This demonstrates how precarity can impact not only on individual’s emotions but also upon 

their actions and that unsafe actions can become normalised through neoliberal ideals of 

strength and responsibility. Within this section we can see how the ‘big stuff’ such as 

precarity can be seen in ‘little effects’ such as precarious job prospects and unpaid work and 

result in ‘little affects’ including feelings of uncertainty, inadequacy and failure and ‘little 

acts’ such as putting oneself, or one’s participants in dangerous situations, in order to seem 

brave, or competent. This suggests that experiences of precarity, as both a financial 

constraint and a form of neoliberal governmentality, can have material and psychosocial 

impacts upon freelance prison theatre facilitators. In this section, I have demonstrated that 

these impacts inform one another and have the potential to develop into a spiral of unsafe 

working, reflecting The Care Collective’s assertion that a ‘corporate gig economy’ makes 

‘precarious workers not only more numerous but also hugely overstretched, vulnerable and 

thus less able to care’ (2020, 2).  The following sections of this chapter are informed by these 

ideas and demonstrate how the financial implications of precarity can shape the delivery of 

short-term projects, and that both the financial and psychosocial impacts of precarity can 

manifest as a relational insecurity which can have material impacts. 

5.3 Short-Term Projects 

In a landscape of precarious funding, short- term projects are a popular method of delivery 

as they are both cheaper and ‘more efficient’ (Ritzer 1993) than longer, more sustained 

projects. Most projects delivered by both freelancers and company directors lasted between 

1 and 4 weeks, with the exception of Company 6 who delivered projects of up to 6 weeks, 

and Company 4 who delivered a long-term, weekly project in one prison. There are 

arguments for the delivery of short-term projects being a positive practice, especially in 

relation to avoiding practitioners becoming too representative of the prison regime, as will 

be explored in Chapter 6. However, through an analysis of the practitioners’ narratives I 

found that the delivery of short-term projects can have significant negative impacts. These 

include both practical impacts, as a result of practitioners ‘parachuting in’ and not being 

involved in the set up and recruitment, and emotional impacts through the abrupt endings 

of short-term projects. I found that these impacts shaped performances and experiences of 

care in terms of practical issues such as a lack of time, resources and networks, and issues of 

emotional experience such as feelings of hopelessness or loss after a project ends. 
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 In this section, I present these impacts as two subthemes: Parachuting in which presents the 

potential consequences of employing freelancers on short-term contracts that do not allow 

them involvement in the preparation stages of projects, and Endings which presents 

narrative from former prisoners to illustrate some of the emotional impacts of short-term 

projects. In doing so, I highlight the impact that precarious arts funding has on the ability to 

enact care in short-term projects and provide context for section 6.3, McDonaldisation which 

examines the content of these projects in more detail.  

5.3.1 Parachuting in 

Much of the prison theatre practice documented by freelancers in this study lasted between 

1 and 2 weeks. I found that one of the key impacts of these short-term contracts was that 

freelancers were rarely involved in the preparation stages of a project, such as planning and 

recruitment. I borrow a phrase from Rebecca’s narrative to term this subtheme Parachuting 

In. The phrase ‘parachuting in’ can be understood as freelancers being brought in solely for 

the delivery of the project as a result of precarious work and short-term contracts and is 

identified by Rebecca as ‘one of the biggest problems with our kind of work’. This section 

documents some of the detrimental effects of parachuting in and explores how it can result 

in the delivery of unsafe practice. 

In her narrative, Lucy provides an example of how parachuting in requires some of the 

preparation work of a project to be carried out during the execution, or delivery, phase of a 

project. She explains that arriving in a prison to deliver a project can often result in logistical 

issues and misunderstandings, particularly when the practitioners were not involved in 

recruitment, as there is often confusion for the participants, when projects have not been 

explained accurately: 

‘The first week in prison is always the hardest in terms of making connections, understanding 

the layout, you can never get the guys on time. It’s always a nightmare logistically. The guys 

don’t know what it is they’re coming to. There’s misunderstandings.  They kick off because 

they thought they were getting tea and coffee. They’re not getting tea and coffee, whatever. 

Then, as you smooth out the logistical stuff it then facilitates much smoother engagement.’ 

(Lucy) 

 

I found that a key consequence of parachuting in was that freelancers had very little 

involvement in the recruitment of participants, which Thompson (2015) identifies as an 

important element of care aesthetics (see section 2.7.3). In section 5.4.2 I demonstrate how 
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the implementation of the Dynamic Purchasing System as a key method of procuring funding 

limits communication between organisations and prison establishments, and that this can 

result in a confusion in who has responsibility for processes such as recruitment. In Jane and 

Rebecca’s stories of prison theatre projects, recruitment was predominantly carried out by 

the prison. This method, again, allows organisations to offer competitively priced packages, 

as they do not have to pay for a staff member or freelancer for the additional time that would 

be spent recruiting for the project. Examples of the potential impacts of recruitment being 

carried out by prison staff, who were not fully invested in or knowledgeable about the project 

or the recruitment process, can be found in both Jane and Rebecca’s narratives. Jane explains 

that a lack of investment in the recruitment process had not only resulted in the recruitment 

of men who had done similar projects before, but also in the recruitment of participants who 

were known drug dealers around the prison to a course about debt in prison7. In her 

narrative, she illustrates the significant effects of careless recruitment by explaining that a 

lack of screening the participants meant that a vulnerable man who owed money to the drug 

dealer was also put on the course, and that this resulted in him having to move prison wings 

through fear for his safety: 

‘We met the group. Which was fine. We had two of the guys we’d worked with before, which 

was a bit like – how have they been screened? Was my big question. How have they been 

screened to be a part of a prison project to do with debt? Because one of the guys in the group 

we knew was a fairly well-known drug dealer from the prison […] There was a few very 

dominant people in the room who had been in the project last time who just spent the whole 

time being like ‘Oh this is shit, I’ve done it before. I don’t want to do it again.’ […] and then 

there was a few new ones and the first day we walked into the room, quite a young kid walked 

into the room. He was in his early twenties […] one of the guys from the previous group, I 

think was quite a big character – this kid walked in the room and he turned round and what 

he thought was quietly turned to this prisoner and went ‘you owe me money. I know you. You 

owe me money from XY prison.’ From a prison they’d both been in before […] because all the 

other heard it as well – this really horrible, un – horrible atmosphere of we’re already in a 

 

7 Debt is a common issue in prison due to items such as vaping materials, prescription medication, clothes, food 

and other canteen being more expensive in prison than in the community. ‘Prisoners who lend these items to 
others will often expect a lot more in return than was originally borrowed, which can make it difficult to pay the 
debt back. Once a prisoner is in debt to another prisoner, it can be hard to get out of it, and not paying these 
debts can have consequences like bullying, blackmail and violence’ (prisonersfamilies.org) 
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room with someone who does owe this guy money because this kid was always on drugs and 

this guy was a drug dealer […] And then for the next 4 days – 3 days this kid didn’t come back 

[…] for the rest of the week, there was this horrible fear in the room. No one would talk about 

anything because there’s this – that one interaction at the very, very start, whilst talking 

about something that is so deeply vuln – like so terrifying for so many of them. Erm and the 

day on Thursday, the kid came back and asked to speak to me. […] he was in tears and he 

said he was really scared now, he felt really vulnerable, he was terrified to go back into the 

room, he felt like he was going to get attacked on the wings. […] so, we had to then do the 

proper process of getting him moved wings […] And it was a really horrible experience of how 

we have set this up so poorly for people who are so vulnerable. And the prison didn’t screen 

them, [Director 5] didn’t screen them. No one has screened these guys.’ (Jane) 

On the same project, Jane explains that a vulnerable man, whose mental health issues were 

exacerbated by conversations around debt, was also recruited to the course and that this 

resulted in him becoming very distressed: 

‘That’s when I was put in the room by myself with 6 prisoners. […] one of the very, very, very 

chaotic individuals that was part of this group said – he got so upset, like all the guys left and 

he stayed in the room and wouldn’t leave and was talking to himself in the corner and I had 

to get an officer and I was like ‘look, he’s really unwell’. And then he, with the officer, spoke 

to us about how uncomfortable he felt because he had been hot watered, to do with debt. He 

had been attacked in prison due to do debt. And he – it was triggering a lot of mental health 

issues for him. And I just – it was one of these projects that I was just like, this is the reason 

these projects are dangerous.’ (Jane) 

Stories of careless recruitment could also be found within Rebecca’s narrative. She describes 

a project in which, due to numerical targets, participants for whom the course was 

inappropriate were recruited. She was running a parenting-based theatre project which 

consisted of; a participant with no children; a participant who had previously begun the 

course but had been removed due to passing drugs on a visit; 3 members of the same gang, 

one of whom was a very influential and well-known criminal who she felt had no respect for 

women; an extremely vulnerable and mentally unwell man and some participants who were 

under the influence of drugs during the sessions. This resulted in consistent disruptions and 

one of the gang members verbally threatening her. Due to the company’s policy on not 

removing participants from courses, it took her two and a half weeks of a four-week project 
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to get the gang members, who she felt were the most disruptive, removed from the course. 

During this time, they had committed physical assault on the wings:  

‘They’d only recruited 10 men and they’d wanted to recruit 20 so already there was like a ‘oh 

shit, we’re low on numbers’. And then what happened. They recruited a man without a child 

[…] They recruited a man who’d already done the programme. Who didn’t finish last 

programme because he got put on closed visits for a [drugs] pass. […] so, these 3 particular 

men were a – were like a bit of a Liverpudlian gang I’d say. They’d known each other for - 

since a really young age. They grew up together and they kind of committed crime in and 

around each kind of thing. So already there was a – there was a real tone with them. Then 

there was a young man who was the most mentally unhealthy young man I’ve ever, ever, 

ever met in prison. Like. The poor boy. If it was me – and I’m not a psychologist – I would have 

sectioned him. He is so, like so – like psychotic episodes, hallucinations, visions, talking to 

himself at times. Full blown breakdowns. Like the man was just completely unwell. And then 

I had a couple of really heavy spice8 users. […] So, the combination was absolutely atrocious. 

It was horrific. And then there was a man on it who was one of the primary kind of drug 

leaders in the prison. And a very, very big name on the outside. So very, very big for his boots, 

not very much respect for women and not very much respect for authority. So, the 

combination of those men to start with was ...woooh. I mean. Fucking horrific. And it got to 

the point where we were like these – this group of men need to be off. The group was not 

functioning. It just – it was not happening. No matter what we were doing there was 

constantly fighting. And bear in mind this was seven hours a day. So, you’ve got like – it’s just 

insane what you're fighting against. And then I had a verbal threat from one of the men […] 

quite a heavy verbal threat. […] it got to the point where I was saying these men have to come 

off – we need these men off […] And it took - 2 and half weeks? Before they were off. Erm… 

within that time they had stamped on another prisoner’s head after one of my sessions on 

the wing. And that still didn’t get them taken off. Also, within that time – early – we had 

several incidents where some of the drug users turned up heavily under the influence.’ 

(Rebecca) 

 
8  Spice is a common psychoactive substance available in prisons. It is identified as a significant and widespread 
issue within prison establishments. Psychoactive substance are understood as drugs ‘containing one or more 
chemical substances that produce similar effects to drugs like cocaine, cannabis and ecstasy’ (talktofrank.com). 
They have previously been known as 'legal highs' and ‘new psychoactive substances’ and are seen to be a 
prevalent and pervasive problem within prisons (Catch22 2018).  
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These extracts are illustrative of the ethical dilemmas referenced by Belfiore (2021) in her 

conceptualisation of the hidden cost of socially engaged arts. For Jane, the ethical problems 

posed by parachuting in and careless recruitment processes means that she no longer 

delivers this type of short-term, issue-based work, instead focusing on her long-term, part 

time prison contract and freelance community-based theatre practice. The project Rebecca 

described was the last one she had delivered before the Covid-19 pandemic curtailed much 

of her prison work and she referenced her reluctance to go back to the prison in which this 

course had taken place. This illustrates the multiple levels in which neoliberal precarity 

operates. A precarious arts funding landscape limiting companies’ abilities to pay for long-

term workers not only affects the freelancers’ own experiences of precarious employment, 

but also makes precarious the existence of arts practice in prisons, as freelancers leave the 

field due to unsafe working conditions, which can in turn impact on the participants’ 

experiences of the work and their wider prison experience, and establishments’ willingness 

to commission prison theatre when it poses the sort of risks illustrated in these narratives.  

5.3.2 Endings 

The subtheme of Endings emerged from my analysis of the former prisoners’ narratives, 

which highlighted that the endings of short-term projects can have significant emotional 

consequences, especially for those who have long sentences, or who are unable to access 

any further enrichment provisions or creative outlets. I present these impacts in relation to 

cruel optimism (Berlant 2011) in order to demonstrate how short-term prison theatre 

projects can be experienced as ‘a significantly problematic object’ (ibid, 24) which ‘ignites a 

sense of possibility’ (ibid, 2) without providing the tools or environment that would make this 

sense of possibility, which could be understand as the sense of connection, care or artistry 

that prison theatre offers (see Chapter 7) a reality. 

In the below extract, William describes the end of a project as like coming down from drugs, 

perhaps referring to prison theatre as offering an altered state, or even a sense of euphoria. 

He refers to the potential ‘devastating effect’ of this ‘come down’ for people who may not 

have the opportunity to access any more arts practice during their sentences: 

‘It’s similar to a come down from drugs. You have been on a high and the next morning you 

come crashing down and it’s like that.  All of a sudden you are back now in your cell banged 

up 23 hours a day whereas before you were out every day doing things a normal person would 

do out here. It’s almost like being sent to prison again. […] I was quite lucky that for me I was 

released soon after and all the other times I done it I was at open prison.  But for someone 
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who is at a closed prison it must be, could have, if you’re not mentally strong it could have a 

devastating effect especially if they are really good at it and knowing that they might not get 

the opportunity to do it again for their entire time in prison depending on what prison they 

go to, depending on what budget that prison had got. [E Yeah.] To know that you have got 

that in you and say you got 8 years you might have to spend 4 years not knowing, not testing 

that skill, not, you know what I mean? Thinking I could go to college and learn, I don’t know 

but I would think if you are really good at it and you think you found out you are good at it at 

the start of your sentence, you want to find out at the end of your sentence really so you can 

put it to the test when you come home.’ (William) 

Ashley explains that the officers played a role in ‘bringing you back down’, identifying that, 

for him, going back to ‘the same old shit’ was very upsetting and caused him to lash out. Here 

we can see a positioning of prison theatre as both ‘higher’ and ‘different’ to the rest of prison 

life. In this way, we can understand prison theatre both as capable of disrupting a carceral 

volatility, as will be further explored in Chapter 7, and, in the context of precarity and the 

provision of short-term projects, unable to sustain this disruption: 

‘It’s just so annoying. To do something positive like that and guvs just bringing you back down. 

It was like …. It was …. It was a pisstake. [...] Kinda got me kinda emotional and I would like 

lash out a bit […] Because coming from like … what …a place where everyone is waking up in 

the morning looking forward to going to a project to erm… to the same old shit like … nothing 

happening, guvs shouting down … shouting down our necks, like … yeah. Yeah, it was 

upsetting that that one finished. I think everyone felt that. Or most people’ (Ashley) 

The inconsistent provision of theatre in prisons threatens to burden participants with a cruel 

optimism (Berlant 2011). As the above extract from William’s narrative illustrated, it offers 

prisoners opportunities to connect with their artistic and relational potential without pairing 

this with a reliable space in which to explore these. As revealed in the extracts from both 

Ashley and William, the emotional harm wrought by prison theatre’s being set up in this 

manner may then become another avenue for the production of volatility within the 

neoliberal prison. Similarly, my analysis of Jessica’s narrative found that parachuting in and 

delivering projects with little follow up or post-course support can be dangerous for 

participants. She described it as ‘a dip back to normality’, offering an example of a man who 

organised a fight on the last day of a theatre project she was running because he didn’t want 

to go back to the wing: 
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‘Basically, one of the guys pressed the alarm because he didn’t want to go back to his wing. 

[…] it was so confusing because then like the education came in like ‘did you press the alarm?’ 

and we were like – we’d literally finished, as in everybody had like done their checkout. We 

were like literally just sat down, just chatting because it was time to go and then he came 

and was like ‘someone pressed the alarm’ and we were like ‘No. What’s going on?’ And then 

all these officers come and were like ‘what’s happening?’ and this guy literally waited until 

the officers were in the room and just swung a punch at one of the other guys. And they’d 

planned it.’ (Jessica) 

Again, we can understand this participant’s extreme response to the end of a project as 

illustrative of the possibility that prison theatre can ignite. However, for those living in an 

insecure and carcerally volatile prison environment, the provision of unreliable and often 

short-term arts practices may result in a harmful reproduction of the uncertainties that can 

define their daily lives. While Company 6 tries to tackle this by offering arts-based 

employment and training opportunities upon release, the inconsistency of arts provision in 

prisons can be conceptualised as cruel optimism (Berlant 2011), in which prison theatre 

‘ignites a sense of possibility’ for an object which is almost impossible to obtain (ibid, 2). The 

idea that ‘access without support is not opportunity’ (Engstorm & Tinto 2008, 50) is 

particularly salient within the context of short-term prison theatre projects as, in offering an 

‘escape’ or a glimpse into a more hopeful world (as documented in section 7.2) without the 

resources to support the maintenance of this after the project is over, prison theatre is 

potentially exacerbating the harsh lived realities of many prison theatre participants. Here, 

we can the material effects of a neoliberal precarity on both the delivery and experience of 

prison theatre practice. 

William and Darren, who both now work within arts and criminal justice, recognise the 

precarious funding landscape that lurks beneath the justifications for many short-term 

projects, and argue that arts practice in prisons should be more accessible. Both participants 

explain how arts can be life-changing, and, in the below extract, Darren directly refers to how 

the arts has changed his life. He also recognises practitioners gaining access to prison 

establishments as a barrier to delivering prison theatre, but he told me that the core message 

of his interview was that there needs to be more arts practice in prisons: 

‘Funding, it’s important. It’s important as any other things in prison. To give prisoners an 

opportunity to change their lives and art goes right across the board from music, painting, 

drama there is so many elements of arts that can help a prisoner change his life.’ (William) 



118 
 

‘I think they do need more of it.  There is not that much in there, they don’t allow it. The 

politics of getting in and out of jails is hard. [Company 6] is lucky because they have been 

doing it for so long, they have kind of got their foot in the door already, so yeah, I would hope 

there was a lot more and give people chances to see if they are good at something.  They are 

quick at telling them they are bad at something but not that good at telling them they are 

good at something and wishing them into that position where they can change their life so, 

for me it helped me change my life and I’ve seen a few people change their life so it’s a good 

look, yeah, get some more in there, do more. […] Yeah, do more, just throw on some more 

courses, more shows and you would see people change.  You will grab hold of some people 

and you would see them change their lives.’ (Darren) 

Here, it is important to hold in mind that that both William and Darren are now employed by 

Company 6 and while, for them, theatre was life changing, for many, including Kyle, Tyler, 

Luke and David, it was experienced as an enjoyable distraction, or an escape, as will be 

further explored in section 7.2. However, these narratives do offer a perspective on how, 

when companies, such as Company 6 are able to negotiate precarious and insecure funding 

streams, to offer consistent and long-term arts provisions, these provisions can affect 

individual’s lives in the long-term through the offering of paid employment and prolonged 

access to the arts which can provide opportunities for care, connection, community and the 

development of arts-based skills and knowledges.  

The detrimental impacts of a lack of consistent fundings upon prison theatre, as 

demonstrated in this section, can be conceptualised as an extreme example of creative 

destruction (Harvie 2013), in that the safety and wellbeing of participants is compromised in 

order to ‘get work in’. When considered within a context of carceral volatility, we can 

understand this creative destruction as the realisation of the prison’s potential for emotional 

and, in the case of the participant from Jane’s narrative who was in debt, physical violence. 

Here we can witness a form of cruel optimism, borne from a neoliberal precarity, which can 

exacerbate some of the pre-existing pains of living in a context of carceral volatility.    

In this section we have witnessed the myriad complexities produced by offering and 

subsequently ending theatre projects within prisons. These include the potential for 

subjecting participants to a false hope, or cruel optimism, and present ethical dilemmas as 

to the role of arts practice in providing prisoners with a temporary, and perhaps superficial, 

‘escape’ (a concept that is more fully explored in section 7.2).    
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5.4 Relational Precarity 

From the directors’ storying of their relationships with prison staff which include widespread 

uncertainty over who bears responsibility for care of participants and practitioners, and the 

freelancers’ experiences of being ‘piggy in middle’ between the theatre companies who pay 

their wages and the prison establishments they parachute into emerged the theme of 

Relational Precarity. My analysis of the practitioners’ narratives revealed how insecure 

employment within prison theatre, alongside high prison staff turnover (Crowhurst & 

Harwich 2016) and tendering processes which limit interaction with senior prison leadership 

prior to projects, has resulted in limitations and barriers to forming long-term, genuine 

connections, cultivating a relational precarity between freelancers, directors and prison 

leadership.  In this section, I present the theme of Relational Precarity to illustrate the ways 

in which an absence of long term, ‘genuine’ connections within prison theatre can impact 

upon the emotional lives of practitioners and on the delivery of practice. The findings in this 

section demonstrate how precarious arts funding, and increasingly precarious staffing within 

prisons has caused increased insecurity within relationships between prison staff and theatre 

practitioners, as well as illustrating how precarious staffing within the arts can produce 

relational insecurity for freelancers as they attempt to balance the needs of company 

directors and prison establishments. In this section, I present key shifts within prison theatre 

to demonstrate that, while forming partnerships with prison establishments can significantly 

benefit companies in terms of gaining work and delivering it safely, the process of building 

these relationships has been significantly affected by changes to funding processes, 

benchmarking the psychosocial impacts of precarity upon practitioners.  This section is 

divided into three subthemes: Balancing Agendas which illustrates how insecure 

relationships between freelancers, prison establishments and company directors can 

compromise the delivery of care; Connecting with Prison Leadership which shows how 

positive relationships with senior leaders in prisons can aid the development and delivery of 

prison theatre, and presents how changes to funding processes can limit opportunities for 

developing these relationships, and Responsibility which builds upon the previous section to 

demonstrate that relational precarity between prison staff and company directors has led to 

ruptures in communication and misunderstanding over who is responsible for care within 

prison theatre. 

5.4.1 Balancing Agendas  

The theme of Relational Precarity emerged from freelancers’ narratives particularly through 

stories which revealed feelings of needing to meet the, sometimes conflicting, needs of both 
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the theatre companies, who paid their wages, and the prison establishments they were in, 

as well as balancing these needs with their own personal values. This features in Jane, Lucy 

and Rebecca’s narratives as one of key challenges of the freelancer role. Rebecca describes 

this experience of balancing multiple agendas as being like ‘piggy in middle’: 

 ‘Piggy in the middle […] you're in their prison, you're running their men, but you're being told 

what to do from an outside company, but then you have your own opinion because you're 

experienced enough to know the game by now […] I find that relationship really difficult to 

manage.’ (Rebecca) 

Through this excerpt, we can see that Rebecca finds this relationship particularly difficult to 

manage when it comes to disruptive participants, particularly in a context of high drop-out 

rates and a neoliberal value system that privileges numbers of course completers as a 

primary value indicator. Though she is supposedly in a position of responsibility, describing 

herself as ‘supposed to be making the call’, Rebecca feels a pressure to adjust her practice to 

ensure she doesn’t upset the participants, for fear of them walking off and not coming back: 

‘You're in the room. You're technically the one that’s supposed to be making the call but you 

have this thing overhanging you that you – it’s your job to keep people on that course. […] I 

can’t be the person that pisses you off too much because if I piss you off too much you're not 

coming back and then there’s an issue in terms of the companies like – why have you really 

high drop-out rates? So, there’s a really fine balance between – particularly on therapeutic 

based courses – because you have to push people to talk about things, they find difficult – or 

maybe ask them questions that they don’t want to answer. There’s a really fine line between 

doing that and pushing people so far that they opt out, and then you have this like numbers 

issues. And then you are responsible for that. And then that’s – that’s when freelancing 

becomes muddled in your – you know what you want to do and you know what you should 

be doing, but you can’t always do exactly that because you will piss people off and then 

people will be gone and then that’s it.’ (Rebecca) 

The idea of ‘pushing people’ feels pertinent to ideas of privileging the agenda of stakeholders 

over that of participants as, in her earlier narrative around being ‘piggy in the middle’, 

Rebecca did not make reference to the agendas of the participants, focusing instead on those 

with a financial stake in the project. In prioritising her relationships with stakeholders over 

relational solidarity with the participants, Rebecca is arguably ‘adopting more acquiescent 

relations that flatten out practice and reflection’ (Hughes & Nicholson 2016:4). In ‘serving’ 

this neoliberal agenda (ibid), Rebecca has become, at least in part, an active subject in her 
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own individualisation, as she places her own survival in a precarious job market, over the 

needs of the participants, as she explains ‘you know what you want to do and you know what 

you should be doing, but you can’t always do exactly that’.  

In her narrative, Rebecca offers an example of the course she ran in Prison 8 which was 

marred by recruitment issues (see section 5.3.1). She explains that the difficulties with that 

project had been exacerbated by the company not trusting her to remove men from the 

course, despite aggressive behaviour towards both her and other participants. Ideas around 

connection and trust feel central to Rebecca’s narrative. Her theatre journey is told through 

a series of conversations with people, ranging from prisoners, theatre company directors and 

prison officers to her partner and mother. Her personal and professional life and 

relationships feel intertwined, in the same manner as the ‘chain of care’ she describes: 

‘There’s kind of a chain of care, the prisons caring for the prisoners and then the companies 

trying to care for their freelancers and their participants, the other freelancers trying to care 

for the participants – there’s a kind of huge chain that can get a bit muddled sometimes. And 

within that there’s a hierarchy as well. I definitely think participants care sits at the top – 

which it should – rightfully – I think facilitators care can get lost. I think I’m lucky with the 

companies I work for, I don’t think that’s that common the way it is in some companies – I 

think that can get lost.’ (Rebecca) 

This chain of care reflects the complex, intertwined nature of relationships and care and 

‘humanness’.  

The idea of a chain of care can be illustrated through relational solidarity and mutual regard 

between companies, institutions and individuals and demonstrates an interdependency (The 

Care Collective 2020) which Thompson (2020, 218) argues can ‘become sources for mutual 

support and solidarity’. In Towards an aesthetics of care, Thompson draws attention to the 

potential of dependent relationships to both demonstrate care within theatre practice and 

to reproduce injustices, hierarchies and unequal balances of power (see section 2.7.1). In 

Chapter 7 I show that, when delivered critically and with conscious reflection upon hierarchy 

and power in prisons, theatre practice can develop interdependent relationships in which 

affective solidary and mutual regard can be built, therefore accepting The Care Collective’s 

offer to ‘recognise and embrace our interdependency’ (2020, 5). This sits in juxtaposition to 

Chapter 6 in which I demonstrate that ideas of dependency, that is one group relying on 

another, rather than interdependency, both giving and receiving care, can reinforce 

hierarchy and exacerbate structural inequalities through the positioning of prison theatre 
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facilitators as able to rehabilitate and tackle significant, complex issues within the criminal 

justice system. 

With Lucy’s narrative, we can also see how precarious relationships with Company 5 led to 

her questioning her role and responsibilities and try to balance Company 5’s agendas with 

her own value system. She highlighted that her ideas of what her responsibilities should be 

often differed to the companies she worked for, particularly in regards to safeguarding and 

that there weren’t ‘any organisational procedures that I’m functioning under’, which led to 

disagreements with other staff around how to deal with safeguarding issues. She explained 

how these misaligned expectations left her wondering ‘well who am I here?’. The lack of 

clarity around her role meant Lucy undertook responsibilities which she was not expected to 

do, or financially renumerated for. These included risk and safety briefings for placement 

students she hosted and implementing informal debriefing systems for her and her freelance 

colleagues. We can understand this section of her narrative as illustrating Belfiore’s idea that 

‘artists are willing – due to their beliefs and a strong ethical and political drive in their practice 

– to carry out those duties without pay, specialist training or support’ (2021, 2). As 

documented in her pen portrait (see section 5.1.1), Lucy links ideas of prison theatre and 

social justice which may impact her willingness to do work surplus to what is required of her, 

despite fragile or fractious working relationships with the organisations she works for.  

The extracts presented in this section illustrate the finding that that precarious relationships 

with, and competing agendas from, prisons and theatre companies can leave freelance 

practitioners with a lack of certainty and security in their roles. A lack of transparency around 

their roles between freelancers, theatre organisations and prison establishments can result 

in freelancers feeling powerless, as is demonstrated in section 5.2.2, or taking on work 

beyond that which they are a paid for, again illustrated the ‘hidden costs’ (Belfiore 2021, 3) 

of socially engaged arts. The material impacts of the ‘piggy in the middle’ role, experienced 

by many freelancers due to a neoliberal landscape of precarious employment, can therefore 

be understood as feeling unsupported and uncared for, lacking adequate training or 

understanding of policy and procedure, and experiencing a lack of control around the 

delivery of practice.   

5.4.2 Connecting with Prison Leadership 

From an analysis of the directors’ narratives emerged a sense that they felt that forming 

strong relationships with prison governors and other senior leaders was key to the 

development and delivery of successful projects. They understood the governors as having 
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a significant amount of control over the type of programmes commissioned in their 

establishments, and as being able to contribute to the organisation of projects by assigning 

staff to the projects, providing appropriate space and supporting with other necessary 

logistics. Directors 2 and 6 explained that forming relationships with senior staff members 

could benefit practice, particularly when governors are ‘progressive’, which, in the context 

of these narratives, often means interested in arts practices, or alternative rehabilitative 

interventions: 

‘If you’ve got a governor who is really good, has a vision for what they want for their prison, 

is able to articulate that to the staff and that the staff buy into that vision as well. Then you 

can have really, really productive partnerships. That’s when it works best.’ (Director 2) 

‘On the one hand it’s about your work. On the other, it is about relationships with the right 

people. It’s also about governors that are progressive. […] Prisons are, of course, like schools, 

are influenced by whoever is leading them.’ (Director 6) 

These extracts illustrate that Directors 2 and 6 see prison governors as having power and 

control over the implementation of prison theatre. While this can be experienced as useful 

in terms of gaining support from projects, especially if the governors are ‘progressive’, it can 

also act as a barrier if these relationships feel precarious, as they do for Director 3 (see 

section 5.4.3). Here we can see an illustration of a neoliberal governmentality, through which 

prison theatre is controlled, regulated and shaped (Rose 1999) through a penal power which 

is neither physical nor ‘straightforwardly coercive’ (Crewe 2007, 258), but instead dependant 

on the decisions of individuals in powerful positions, who themselves are subjects of the 

same governmentality. In this way, prison governors can be understood as active subjects 

within a neoliberal regime. 

Forming strong relationships with prison leadership teams emerged from the narrative of all 

the directors, and they seemed to recognise it as being key to securing contracts and having 

the on-the-ground support required to deliver successful projects. However, I also gained a 

sense that, as Director 1 explains, ‘forming actual, genuine, solid, good partnerships is hugely 

time intensive’. This is particularly salient in a neoliberal context when benchmarking his 

resulted in smaller staff teams with more responsibilities (Crowhurst & Harwich 2016).  

The DPS (see section 1.5.3), which was first introduced in 2018, replacing a less formal 

method of commissioning directly with prison establishments, emerged from the directors’ 

narratives as a key subtheme of Relational Precarity. They identified the system as a 
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significant barrier to forming ‘actual, genuine, solid, good partnerships’ with senior 

leadership staff in prisons, due to the centralised and impersonal nature of the system. In his 

narrative, Director 1 explained that he had experienced the previous commissioning system 

as based upon building relationships and partnerships with prisons and prison staff and that 

it had been a largely effective process, as it allowed for multi-agency work, support from 

frontline prison staff and a clear referral process for any issues identified during the 

programme. For him, the introduction of the DPS had compromised this by moving the 

process ‘away from conversations’ and ‘straight into contract and transaction’. He explains 

that the process is now evaluated on a scoring system and that the work has become more 

difficult because, rather than forming reliable partnerships, practitioners are ‘dumped in a 

portacabin and told to get on with it’. In the below extract, we can see the ways in which a 

neoliberal leaning towards efficiency, and quantifiable measurements can compromise 

experiences of connection and relational solidarity: 

‘It’s bullshit because of the system that has been set up distribute that funding that […] the 

system is entirely unresponsive and clunky and ... and it … it moves …Everything about this 

work works because of partnerships. On every level. Building a partnership with the prison 

involves meeting with the governor and the senior management team and the head of 

learning and skills, and engaging with them. It involves partnerships within the prison, you 

know. It involves – ok – if this is a project which is about enabling people to access education 

who wouldn’t normally access education then we can’t deliver that alone. That needs to be 

delivered in partnership with the education team to know what’s on offer. And we need to 

work with safer custody team cos a lot of those guys they’re … they’re… they’re pretty low 

self-esteem and some of them are probably self-harming so we need to work … we need to 

work multidisciplinary, multi-agency. That’s what we need to do. […] it’s about building 

relationships and it’s about conversations and about identifying a need and exploring how 

best we can respond to that need. What the DPS does is it moves… it moves us away from 

having conversations and it launches straight into contract and transaction. So, it goes … so 

the prison uploads what they think they want. ‘This is what we want and here’s the spec’. But 

it’s not just a conversation about what they want. That is their contract. And the response 

that I give to that - my … which is being evaluated on a … scoring system. […] it’s like you’ve 

bypassed any sort of conversation about how we might work together and you’ve simply 

gone ‘We want a drama project which does this. And it must have this, this, this, this and this 

in it.’ […]  I guess my broader concern is around this notion of it being about transaction and 

not about partnership. And I think that becomes very difficult because this work works 
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because of partnerships. It works because we can engage and have conversations and be 

responsive to the staff that were working with rather than just be given a contract and then 

dumped in a portacabin and told to get on with it.’ (Director 1) 

The directors identified further issues with the system which included; ‘suppliers’ needing to 

commit to taking on extra responsibilities such as recruitment, despite not being based in 

the prisons, in order to win bids; increased competition as theatre companies bid against one 

another as well as against bigger third sector organisations for issue-based contracts, and 

slow processes which affect delivery and cash flows.  Much criticism of the DPS centred 

around the idea that the process was automated and impersonal, that it limited their abilities 

to build strong, professional relationships and that, if there were issues to resolve or 

clarifications to make, it was very difficult to speak to individual people about this. Here, we 

can understand these centralised processes as impacting upon opportunities for connection, 

communication and the building of relationships based upon mutual regard. In section 5.4.3 

I build upon this understanding of the ways in which the DPS has restricted the development 

of ‘actual, genuine, solid, good partnerships’ to demonstrate how this relational precarity, 

borne from a financial precarity, dismantles opportunities for care and connection, can cause 

confusion in relation to who has responsibility for care, and how this, in turn, can 

compromise participant and practitioner safety.  

5.4.3 Responsibility for care 

Tronto presents responsibility as a key element in the delivery of care ethics and understands 

the term as taking on the burden of meeting identified needs (2013). Within the directors’ 

and freelancers’ understandings of responsibility, particularly in relation to receiving and 

offering support we can see that the relational precarity cultivated from a landscape of 

financial insecurity and unstable employment also resulted in ruptures in the ‘chain of care’ 

identified in section 5.4.1. The subtheme of Responsibility for Care demonstrates that a 

neoliberal culture of individualism and independence (Alston 2018) caused an unwillingness 

from both prison establishments and theatre companies to take on the responsibility for care 

of the practitioners delivering projects, resulting in a transference of responsibility from the 

organisation to the individual. In this section, I demonstrate how insecure employment and 

accompanying relational precarity can result in a complex arrangement of needs for both 

participants and practitioners. Moreover, although the prison and theatre organisations can 

be seen to be meeting some participant needs through the delivery of practice (as will be 

further explored in Chapter 6), there seems to be a gap in understanding over who has 

responsibility for caring for practitioners, both physically and in terms of the emotional costs 
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of carrying out work in prisons.  This lack of responsibility is grounded within neoliberal 

discourses of individualism (Alston 2018) and independence (Thompson 2020), which can be 

seen in ideas found within the narratives from directors and freelancers that dependence 

makes one vulnerable, and staff members’ must ‘prove themselves’ (see section 5.2.2) by 

undertaking responsibility for their own safeguarding in order to not be seen as ‘high 

maintenance’.   

I found that those participants most impacted by issues of responsibility and independence 

were those who had begun working in prison theatre in the mid to late 2000s and beyond, 

specifically Directors 3 and 5 and the freelance participants. As I have demonstrated in this 

chapter, these participants experienced feelings of powerlessness in their relationships (see 

section 5.2.1), felt a pressure to ‘prove’ themselves (see section 5.2.2) and struggled to trust 

other people to deliver their contracted work (see section 5.2.1).  This suggests that those 

who have had experienced prior contexts more conducive to relationship formation may 

have developed less precarious and more reliable links with prisons. This can particularly be 

seen through Director 6’s narrative, in which she outlines her strong relationships within a 

number of prison establishments and with the education department in the Ministry of 

Justice, which affords her reliable prison work. Director 3’s relationships can be understood 

as significantly less reliable. In the below extracts, she explains that she has never felt cared 

for when working in prisons and that, even when she does build strong relationships, staff 

cuts and shifting job roles mean that these relationships are precarious: 

‘Yeah, I don't know if I've ever felt that someone's cared who it is. I don't know if I've ever felt. 

I've always felt extremely vulnerable in prisons. I've never felt looked after by a prison. […] in 

prison I I've never felt any, um, real, what’s the word I'm looking for? Like kind of where 

somebody is genuinely invested in you. And no, I've always felt that the rug would get pulled 

from underneath us, however good our work is long-term. I've never felt, um, looked after by 

prison ever. And that's been proven right. From loads of work we've done to then having 

contracts cut, and then three years later coming back in, so they don't have something 

against you. You didn't do something wrong. Your just gone at that point, very little notice. 

And you know, but that links to the prison culture. And again, at the minute, like places you 

go in and do a lot of work development, the person who you think would put so much work 

into developing that you knew how much we were investing in giving to you in order to run 

it. But actually, that person's just been made redundant or shifted job and they didn't want 

to move. So, you know, the less happy people are in prison, the less time they're going to have 

looking out for you (Director 3) 
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there's a lot of reliance on other people. And when you've not got some really strong human 

relations in a prison to rely on, and nobody feels responsible for you or nobody feels like 

they're caring for you.’ (Director 3) 

These extracts illustrate relationships which are dependent, rather than interdependent. In 

this way, we can understand Director 3 as subject to complex networks of power within 

prison establishments, which contribute to both an ontological and financial insecurity, as 

she has nobody in prison ‘to rely on’ and has ‘always felt that the rug would get pulled from 

underneath us’. Here we can see how a neoliberal governmentality in prisons affects feelings 

of security, not only for those living within establishments, but also for those working within 

them. Within Director 3’s narrative, we can clearly see a care deficit (see section 2.7.1) 

exacerbated by an unequal distribution of power which require practitioners to rely ‘on other 

people’ when working in prisons. The above extracts illustrate Director 3’s resistance to 

relying on others, demonstrating a neoliberal internalisation of ideas of independence and 

individualism as a key indicator of strength. This rhetoric of individualism and independence 

can also impact the ways in which organisations and directors care for freelance staff. 

Director 5 explains that she expects her freelancers to ‘go with the flow’ and be ‘easy-going’, 

not ‘high maintenance’ and to take responsibility for their own safety within prisons: 

‘For me, it's really about the ones that are above and beyond […]  it's not an easy recruitment, 

so when you do find people that are suited, you know, you've got to really hold on to them. I 

have had times where I've been really busy, like, in the early days, and I've had to recruit out 

of that, and it hasn't worked. […] I had, like, this actor guy, and he was really high 

maintenance, and you can't do high maintenance […] You've got to do the job and you've got 

to do it well, and if people come across like that to me, I won't have them again. You just 

can't - you've got to be as much as possible go with the flow, easy going, not give them any 

more pressure than they've already got […] So, to me, it's in the judgement of the person, so 

I wouldn't take someone on that I know isn't capable of flagging stuff up and knowing what 

to do, so I think a lot lies with trusting the person, and knowing that they're capable of 

safeguarding and all of those things. I do have insurance, but it would be mainly injury, so it 

wouldn't be, like, a dispute, so I do have that, and basically I'm just always on call, so if 

anything - if they're unsure of anything, or anything like that, then I'm always on call, but, 

you know, what - if I rely on a member of staff, then I expect them, if they're concerned, to 

flag it up with the member of staff at the prison […] it's not my responsibility to safeguard a 

person, it's, to an extent, you know, they should be thinking, ‘Am I safe? Is this situation safe? 

Do I need to flag this up? Is this a major issue?’ - 'cause, you know, if you're choosing to work 
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on your own, as a freelancer, you need to be conducting your own risk assessments […] it's 

my judgement of how to risk-assess myself, so that's not my duty for you, that's your duty for 

yourself, so that's why my freelancers have to have the whole package, 'cause if they don't, 

they're not safe, and if they don't, that could affect me and business, because they could - I 

don't know, act aggressively and then a fight could kick off, and so that's why I did it on my 

own for so long, because I was worried.’ (Director 5) 

This extract suggests that Director 5 has internalised neoliberal ideas of individualism and 

responsibilisation. Her statement that ‘it's not my responsibility to safeguard a person’ 

demonstrates her belief in independence and individuals taking responsibility for their own 

welfare and wellbeing, as well as a lack of consideration for the precarious nature of the lives 

of freelancers, who may be unable to pay to access certain necessary training, such as 

safeguarding. Director 5’s idea that she wouldn't take someone on that I know isn't capable 

of flagging stuff up juxtaposes Jane’s narrative in which she stated that she attempted to 

‘flag stuff up’ but felt unsupported by Director 5 who, in Jane’s opinion, held little regard or 

responsibility for her wellbeing: 

‘And when we fed this back, there was no support. It was like ‘well, what do you want me to 

do about it?’’ (Jane) 

‘I feel like – when working freelance for a company like [Company 5] that you are there to do 

a job and if you get upset about that then it’s not really – her problem.’ (Jane) 

This responsibilisation of freelancers to manage their own emotional and physical safety 

reflects a neoliberal rhetoric of individuality, as well as illustrating a landscape of precarious 

employment in which freelancers cannot ‘ask for too much’ or be ‘too high maintenance’ for 

fear of being replaced. In section 5.2.2 we can see the material effects of this, when Jane 

explained that she tolerated being placed in unsafe situations as she felt that ‘I need to prove 

myself and be better’. 

An analysis of the freelancers’ narratives uncovered vastly varying levels of support and 

continued relationships experienced by freelancers after the ends of projects. When 

employed by Company 5, Lucy, Jane and Jessica received very little support. Lucy describes 

the emotional support she experienced throughout the projects as ‘non-existent’, Jessica 

identified it as being ‘minimal’ and Jane explained that she feels as if her feelings are not 

valued ‘as long as a box is being ticked’, or quantifiable outcomes are met: 
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‘I feel – if it’s been a bit of a shit project and the guys feel really down after it then I’m like – 

well of course I’m going to feel down as well. But I feel that as long as that box is being ticked 

it’s not really an issue. So that’s why it gets swept under the rug.’ (Jane) 

Within these extracts we can clearly see a gap in care for both the freelancers and, through 

the placing of facilitators in unsafe conditions, the project participants. In the context of 

Director 5 wanting her staff to ‘go with the flow’ and not be ‘high maintenance’, the 

experiences of these staff members can be conceptualised as an insidious example of a 

neoliberal responsibilisation, exacerbated by their short-term, freelance contracts which do 

not require their employer to take any responsibility for their care or wellbeing. This suggests 

that the harms of precarious employment and the lack of care from employers, cultivated in 

part from a neoliberal rhetoric of individualism, experienced by Director 5 at the beginning 

of her career (see section 5.2.1) being reproduced for a new generation of facilitators.  

I found a lack of transparent policy and training for those working for Company 5. Lucy 

explains that ‘I was never given a safety briefing’ and Jane stated that she ‘got no training 

whilst working at [Company 5]. Nothing. Not a single thing.’ She believed this was because 

the company ‘doesn’t want to pay for it so doesn’t think it’s necessary till something bad 

happens, situation.’ The link between finance and a care deficit can be seen in section 5.2 in 

which directors highlight the choices they must make between selling cost-effective work to 

prisons and adequately caring for their staff.  A lack of both training and support is reflected 

in the freelancers’ ongoing relationship with the company. While Jessica still works for 

Company 5, Lucy and Jane have both cut ties with the organisation, demonstrating a cycle in 

which a lack of care for freelance staff results in low staff retention, further cementing ideas 

that investing money into training or support is not cost efficient. Conversely, Rebecca’s 

narrative can be understood as illustrating how a landscape of financial precarity can result 

in increased staff turnover and the ways in which this can be mitigated by companies who 

have the capital to invest in their staff. She explains why the companies she works for which 

invest in her training also provide her with emotional support. She believes that ‘on like a 

financial scale, if I end up with my brain fried then they’ve got to retrain someone to do what 

I do so in their – it’s in their best interests to keep me sane’.  

Within this section, I have presented the impact of financial precarity on building long 

relationships with organisations and demonstrated how ideas of trust and responsibilisation 

can affect these relationships.  I illustrated that financial decisions made within organisations 

can impact on companies maintaining relationships with practitioners, which can have a 
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cyclical impact on the training and support offered. In this way, we can see how being 

‘essentially abandoned by our collective containers’ (Layton, 307) can translate into ‘micro 

abandonments’, through a transference of responsibility from the organisation to the 

individual. This situates financial precarity and neoliberal ideas of responsibilisation and 

individualism as exacerbating factors to a relational precarity experienced by the directors 

and freelancers in this study. The following chapter will present the implications that 

precarity can have upon the content of prison theatre. 

5.5 Summary 

The findings presented in this chapter demonstrate that a landscape of precarity has 

impacted both upon the delivery and experience of prison theatre and upon the emotional 

lives of those who deliver and participate in the discipline. These findings show that access 

to practice which is precariously funded and therefore inconsistent can impact the emotional 

wellbeing of participants and can result in them ‘acting out’ at the end of projects. This 

‘acting out’ reflect responses to a carcerally volatile prison described by Ashley: ‘people don’t 

know what to do. They’re just like, they’re clueless innit? They just start going mad. They start 

fighting for the wrong reasons’. Within this chapter, we can understand carceral volatility as 

both producing and produced by precarity. A lack of funding, which engenders a preference 

towards short-term projects, and thus cultivates a relational precarity means that, for 

freelancers, there is a tension between having a lack of control over the prison theatre 

projects in both the preparation and execution stage (see sections 5.3.1 and 5.4.1) and being 

expected to undertake responsibility for their own safety, and the safety of their participants 

(see section 5.4.3), which is characteristic of a carceral volatility. A carceral volatility also 

reproduces a relational precarity, through the cultivation of unpredictable and distrusting 

relationships (see section 4.2.2, 4.2.3, and 5.4.3). In this way, we can see how every individual 

within a prison theatre project is trapped within a cycle of carceral volatility and relational 

precarity, borne from neoliberal ideas of self-governance, individualism and independence.    

This chapter revealed the ways in which former prisoners understand a precarious funding 

landscape as detrimental to those participating in arts practice, with particular attention to 

the impact of endings on participants. Further, these experiences of precarity may be 

understood as self-replicating, producing harms so significant (see section 5.3.1) that they 

contribute to workers leaving the discipline and prisons coming to conceptualise the practice 

as too high risk (an example of this is documented in section 6.4). The implementation of this 

sort of short-term, and potentially harmful practice within the carcerally volatile prison can 

be conceptualised as particularly uncaring as, as shall be explored in Chapter 6, it privileges 
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the needs of stakeholders over the needs of the participants and acts a barrier to the forming 

of a long-term community, or relationships founded upon trust, and mutual regard. 

This chapter also provides a context for the following two findings chapters. Chapter 6, 

Theatre as Varnish will pay particular attention to short-term, precariously funded projects 

and the way in which theatre can be utilised as a cheap solution to structural issues within a 

precarious funding landscape. Chapter 7, Resistance will present narratives of resistance, 

which explore methods of counteracting emotional and relational precarity which 

compromise performances of care within prison theatre. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



132 
 

Chapter 6. Varnish: A Way to Paint a Nice, Shiny Gloss Over That 

Which is Shitty:  

6.1 Introduction  

Through a narrative analysis of directors and freelancers’ narratives (pen portraits of both 

groups can be found in section 5.1.1), I uncovered a potential for prison theatre to be used 

as a ‘cheap and ready-made solution’ (Hughes 2014) to cover or distract from serious, 

structural issues within the establishment. I gained a sense of the ways in which this 

distraction or covering can be understood as a ‘varnish’. The term ‘theatre as varnish’ was 

posited by Director 4, who has worked in prisons since the early 1990s. He offered 

perspectives of prison theatre’s transition from an expression of counterculture to a 

legitimised part of the prison regimes. Within this thesis, I understand his use of the term to 

mean the creation of a spectacle (see section 2.4) of intervention to structural issues within 

prisons, therefore negating or minimising requirements for establishments to further 

address the issue.  

Ideas of theatre as a form of varnish have been prevalent in performance studies for the last 

two decades. In his article positioning the arts as ‘beyond utility’, arguing instead for the 

importance of ‘beauty, goodness and education’, Winston argues that ‘the potential 

marginalisation of the arts has not been countered through any re-framing of aesthetic 

argument but rather by embracing issues of social utility as central to their purposes.’ (2006, 

287). Thompson also acknowledges that within socially engaged arts practice ‘the focus on 

purpose, effect or utility is still dominant’ (2009, 117). He explains that ‘a sole concentration 

on social utility is in danger of abandoning the terrain of sensation: of aesthetics concern for 

beauty, joy, pleasure, awe and astonishment’ (ibid). Here, we can understand the concept of 

utility as a neoliberal prioritisation of productivity. In Performance Affects: Applied theatre 

and the end of effect, which argues for an end to a prioritisation of utility within socially 

engaged theatre practice, Thompson explains that ’questioning the limits of a sole focus on 

effect is important so that the potential for problematic impact is documented’ (2009, 6).  In 

this chapter, I document the potential for problematic impact by presenting prison theatre’s 

potential to allow establishments to ‘perform’ intervention, and how this can negate 

requirements for establishments to tackle these issues on a structural level. The chapter is 

divided into three key subthemes: 
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6.2 Theatre as Varnish: The Spectacle of Intervention 

This section uses the narratives of directors and freelancers to present the theme of Theatre 

as Varnish in relation to Debord’s (2014) concept of ‘the spectacle’.  

6.3 McDonaldisation 

This section employs ‘the spectacle’, to demonstrate the finding that contemporary prison 

theatre practice can become McDonaldised through the ‘manualisation’ of the discipline and 

the sometimes-spurious promise of predictable, quantifiable and ‘efficient’ outcomes.  

6.4 Performing Reform 

This section presents the finding that issue-based practice which delivers ‘shocking’ or ‘hard 

hitting’ performance can act as a varnish through performing narratives of rehabilitation or 

retribution, without delivering the structural change necessary to make these performances 

a reality. 

6.2 Theatre as Varnish: The Spectacle of Intervention 

The theme of Theatre as Varnish emerged from both freelancers and directors’ descriptions 

of prison theatre projects which ‘ticked a box’ or purported to address structural issues 

within the prison, and their accounts of the ways in which the utility of these projects were 

understood within a wider prison context. My analysis of these narratives revealed the 

potential of prison theatre to be used as a ‘varnish’ to cover up, or distract from, serious 

structural issues within the neoliberal prison. In the section, I examine this potential in 

relation to Debord’s (2014) idea of the spectacle to illustrate ways that prison theatre can 

contribute to the ‘spectacle of intervention’, through delivering projects which perform the 

tackling of issues without requiring prisons to deliver long-term, more expensive, structural 

interventions.   

In Applied Theatre: Bewilderment and Beyond (2003) Thompson documents the 

transformation of prison theatre from counterculture to a more acceptable part of criminal 

justice provisions, adopting and developing a ‘fluency’ in criminal justice language. This 

reflects a finding from my 2016 MA study, which interviewed prison theatre company 

directors about the impact of austerity on their experience of delivering practice. In the 

study, I found that, while austerity had impacted how companies accessed their funding, it 

had not significantly reduced the amount of prison theatre delivered, rather the ways that 

practitioners talked about and sold their work. Directors within my MA study (2016) felt that, 

in a climate of austerity, framing theatre practice as able to achieve prison service aims, such 
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as increased employability skills, reduced drug use or other skills for rehabilitation, had 

become more necessary in order to argue for efficacy and continue to deliver projects within 

prisons. Within this PhD study, Director 4 echoes this trend of arts organisations 

transforming from counterculture into a form more acceptable and ‘useful’ to neoliberal 

criminal justice provisions, although he adopts a potentially more polarised position than 

Thompson by describing prison theatre as ‘a form of social control’ and comparing it to a 

‘wild bull running around’ that ‘had been gelded, and had been tamed, and had become a 

state tool’.  In using this symbolic language, Director 4 points to prison theatre as not only 

complicit in the harms of imprisonment, but also as an active ‘tool’ in producing these harms. 

The metaphor of the tool is particularly relevant to ideas of utility and illustrates Thompson’s 

assertion that ‘the focus on purpose, effect or utility is still dominant’ (2009, 117);10 years 

after Thompson claimed this. Director 4’s metaphor of prison theatre as a bull evokes senses 

of a power and strength, which becomes bridled and utilised by those doing the taming, 

further evoking a sense that the strengths of prison theatre can be harnessed into a useful 

tool for the neoliberal state. He refers to the late 1980s and early 1990s, when prison theatre 

was very new, ‘counterculture’, and overtly politically motivated, describing this time as 

‘mad days, great days and quite maverick, it was quite - I liken it to, you know, the wild west, 

people weren't doing the work so we were defining what the work was, and the parameters 

of it, and what could be done’.  Through the transformation of prison theatre from ‘the wild 

west’ to a ‘gelded bull’ we can see how a neoliberal governmentality not curbed prison 

theatre, but instead shaped the discipline into a mechanism for further purporting neoliberal 

discourses.  

Director 4’s use of the phrase ‘varnish’ in his narrative is indicative of how prison theatre can 

legitimise a neoliberal prison regime through the delivery of work that can be perceived as 

an unnecessary luxury and that, in doing so, these projects can act as a distraction from more 

embedded and structural issues within the prison, or can allow the prisons to ‘be seen’ to be 

tackling these issues. He likens prison theatre to the provision of table tennis in prisons in 

that it acts as a tool to distract from the more harmful elements of prison life and enables 

prisons, which can be conceptualised as dehumanising environments (Fesette et al 2021), 

appear more humane by offering ‘leisure’ activities:  

‘There's this whole - do you know who Francis Crook is? […] so, last week she was tweeting in 

response to - and I can't remember which nick it was, but - I think it was one of the London 

nicks was doing this whole thing about ‘Look at us, aren't we fucking brilliant? […] We're 

doing this table tennis thing.’ Right? So, look it up, it's quite entertaining, if you go onto 
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Twitter and find her, and her critique of it, and I go with it entirely, is ‘This is varnish’ - she 

doesn't say it's varnish, but that's my term for stuff. Some of the stuff I talk about an awful 

lot […] is resolving the tension, or being conscious of the tension that exists, that what certain 

things that we do can - some of the work that we do can be misrepresented in such a way as 

to paint a nice shiny gloss over that which is shitty, right?’ (Director 4) 

This is illustrative of Debord’s idea of a spectacle in which ‘everything that was directly lived 

has receded into a representation’ (2014, 7). Rather than delivering structural interventions 

that may improve life within prisons, the prison establishment utilises theatre practice to 

represent intervention through the delivery of, as identified in Chapter 5, often short-term 

projects. The comparison to table tennis represents a loss of the affective aspects of prison 

theatre, and the use of it as a distraction, both for the prisoners and for anyone who may be 

scrutinising the harms, or humanity of the neoliberal prison. Again, we can understand prison 

theatre as functioning as spectacle for an imagined audience, an idea that will be further 

explored in the next section. 

While Director 4 couldn’t speak for Director 2, he was correct in thinking that they both 

commented on varnished, and legitimised practice, although Director 2 expanded the 

concept of varnish beyond the prison and into social care more broadly, suggesting that 

theatre practice may act as a varnish for governmental failings. Director 2 offers a 

perspective which I understand as reflecting Harvie’s (2013) assertion that neoliberalism’s’ 

determination to minimise state intervention and regulation is dependent upon a widely 

dispersed and insidious governmentality. Harvie questions whether ‘socially turned art’ can 

contribute to a neoliberal governmentality through operating: 

‘Insidiously as a distraction, offering pleasantly diverting opportunities for social engagement 

and equality but ones which can only ever be temporary and limited, and which cannot 

remotely begin to compensate for the larger and would-be secure structures of social welfare 

that are simultaneously being dismantled and potentially destroyed’ (Harvie 2013, 3). 

Director 2, who had delivered socially engaged arts practice for over thirty years, seemed to 

echo Harvie’s ideas around arts practices’ ‘covering up’ for government failings and an 

absence of social welfare. He understands theatre practice’s role in the use of the discipline 

as a distraction, or cover up as self-fulfilling. In making arguments for theatre’s social utility, 

in order to gain work in a neoliberal landscape which values productivity and efficacy they 

become ‘victims of their own success’, as this sort of practice becomes more popular and 

common in prisons. His narrative can also be understood as addressing the complexities and 
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nuances of the responsibilisation of non-governmental organisations to deliver work that 

that was, in the past, a state function. While prison theatre may be acting as varnish by 

delivering work that ‘glosses over’ structural and state failings, an absence of varnish does 

not guarantee the addressing of structural issues: 

‘These artists are just doing governments’ job for them by kind of going and sort of delivering 

what social workers ought to be doing. I mean, this is arguments that I have had for years 

and years and years. And the fact is though that you know, people have to make a living’ 

(Director 2) 

 ‘It’s partly we’re the victim of our own success in making those arguments because in order 

to get into prison you had to make those arguments otherwise you wouldn’t get in.’ (Director 

2) 

As Director 2 notes, without making arguments which perhaps overstate theatre’s ability to 

address such issues, some companies, particularly the newer companies whose funding is 

more precarious, would cease to work. This is demonstrative of an ethical dilemma posed 

for practitioners, in which the refusal to conform to potentially harmful neoliberal practices 

and ideas, would leave participants without access to arts completely.  In a section of Prison 

Theatre and the Global Crisis of Incarceration entitled ‘Theatre Doesn’t Save Anyone in Prison 

but It Helps Some People Get out of Bed’ Lucas identifies that ‘having a positive reason to 

face another day in prison makes a meaningful difference’ (2021, 157). Here, she points to 

the often-powerful impact that prison theatre can have on individuals’ lives, at least in the 

short-term. Within Director 2’s narrative we can see how not adapting language and ‘making 

those arguments’ could leave prisoners experiencing the consequences of neoliberal state 

failings without a varnish that may make it more palatable. Here, we can consider the 

complexities of becoming ‘complicit’ in the regime. While, as documented in section 5.4.1, 

extensive privileging of the needs of key stakeholders within the neoliberal prison can result 

in the delivery of dangerous and uncaring practice, section 7.3 documents how some 

compliance with the neoliberal regime can result in the creation of ‘safe enough’ spaces for 

participants to explore and resist. In this way, we can understand a complete refusal to 

comply as further removing opportunities for prisoners to explore, resist and have ‘positive 

reason to face another day in prison’ (ibid) within a landscape of carceral volatility in the 

neoliberal prison. 

The theme of Theatre as Varnish was also prevalent within the freelancers’ narratives. Jessica 

provides an example of a theatre project which required participants to perform solutions to 
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structural issues, without having the power to enact these solutions. The project she worked 

on discussed the support available to women in prison and what the women ‘wished’ was 

available, proposing that presenting this to stakeholders could bring about change: 

‘So what support is available? That’s something we can maybe raise awareness about. 

Because the play is normally like an awareness theme. That would help the women in the 

group hear about the support that they have that they thought was positive and then we also 

talked about erm… what support they wish would be available. Because then that hopefully 

might inspire people who were in those positions to make changes – change something.’ 

(Jessica) 

This project could be understood as one with ideals of utopia (Busby 2021), offering 

participants a chance to reimagine their worlds and to perform this to an audience of change-

makers, it also places the responsibility for change onto those with the least power. 

Conversely, it could be conceptualised as cruel optimism in that it ‘ignites a sense of 

possibility’ (Berlant 2011, 2) while maintaining the structures that make this possibility 

impossible. This context of powerlessness, exacerbated by feelings of hopelessness and 

‘coming down’ that often accompany the ends of projects (see section 5.3.2) enables an 

understanding of this sort of prison theatre as a varnish which performs solutions to 

structural issues without requiring those with power to enact these solutions. In this way, 

we can view these sorts of performances not as a form of utopia, but as a spectacle of 

intervention that perpetuates pre-existing hierarchies and power structures within the 

neoliberal prison. 

Within Jessica’s narrative, we can see that she feels as if theatre projects do not have the 

power to make structural changes: 

‘I don’t think that anything we did in the project could have changed that, like cos that, you 

know, that was his reality outside the project. It’s not going to change because of the project.’ 

(Jessica) 

In this context, the practice of encouraging participants to identify and perform gaps in 

support to an audience of prison staff not only acts a thin varnish to paint over the deep 

cracks within the carcerally volatile prison, but also reinforces ideas of cruel optimism. We 

can view these sorts of projects as responsibilising prisoners and promoting the idea that the 

only barrier to them changing their circumstances was not having a platform to be heard. By 

providing this platform and suggesting that prisoners offer solutions to complex issues such 
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as gaps in support provision in prisons, theatre makers significantly underestimate the 

structural barriers prisoners face in accessing support, as well as the complex and insidious 

governmental power which influences policy and practice. In disregarding these powerful 

forces, practitioners are complicit in the responsibilisation of prisoners and in reinforcing 

institutional soft power which situated prisoners as agents of their own incarceration (Crewe 

2007, 2011). In these instances, perhaps prison theatre is not for the participants, but instead 

benefits the institutions containing and governing these individuals, through enabling them 

to perform the spectacle of intervention, without requiring structural changes, as well as 

theatre organisations who stand to gain further contracts from the institutions. The use of 

theatre as a varnish in this way can further produce a carceral volatility in that it reproduces 

structural barriers which exacerbates the tension between a lack of agency and the 

neoliberal responsibility for self-governance.  In the following section, I explore how the 

public acceptability test enabled the spectacle of intervention and exacerbated the use of 

prison theatre as a varnish to cover up and distract from significant structural issues within 

the neoliberal prison. 

6.2.1 Public Acceptability Test   

The idea of the public acceptability test (see section 1.5.1) as an example of theatre as 

varnish emerged from an analysis of Director 1’s narrative, in which he critiqued the test as 

politicians privileging media response to arts in prisons, and their own political career over 

any potential benefits of prison arts. While detailed description of the public acceptability 

test appears in only one narrative in this study, it felt pertinent to include. This is both 

because the test is widely accepted within prison theatre studies and practice as significantly 

shaping the delivery of arts practice in prisons (McAvinchey 2011, Cox & Gelsthorpe 2012), 

and because, through my analysis, I identified it as a clear example of a ‘varnish’, as it enabled 

the government to ‘be seen’ to be tackling issues of the prison system being ‘too soft’, 

without requiring them to enact significant, tangible change. 

Director 1 understands the notion of ‘the public’ in relation to the public acceptability test is 

intangible and indescribable. He explains that he considers himself a member of the public 

but acknowledges that his own perspective on prison theatre may be very different to other 

peoples’. He notes the frustrations that companies felt with the ‘public acceptability test’ 

having no guidelines or benchmarks beyond what he describes as ‘would this be acceptable 

to The Sun?’. He experienced this as causing significant issues for prison theatre 

organisations, as some prisons became reluctant to commission arts practice in prisons: 
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‘The whole public acceptably test stuff that came about on the back of HMP Whitemoor […] 

actually being quite progressive. They’d booked a whole load of arts activities […] Including 

[Company 1] […] Including Comedy School […] I think we were just about to go in. […] When 

the shit hit the fan … the headline hit The Sun. The ‘Are you having a laugh’ headline, which 

I’ve got somewhere. […] The worst thing about that whole incident was the government 

response because, to the sector, government had been increasingly supportive […] But they 

hadn’t been very public about it. It all being kind of ‘to the sector we support this and we 

acknowledge that it has benefits and …’ As soon it hit that tabloid paper the response was 

the exact opposite. Jack Straw condemned it as a waste of taxpayer’s money and nothing like 

this would happen again. And it caused - well you know what it caused. It caused this 

horrendous vacuum and you know, this ripple of fear amongst some prisons – not all prisons 

– because we still worked. […] It created this utter nonsense known as the […] it became 

colloquially known as the public acceptability test […] basically we said ‘Okay, if there’s a 

public acceptability test for this work, can we see the test?’ ‘No, the test doesn’t exist.’ ‘Well, 

why are you calling it a test then? How does somebody take the test?’ ‘No, it’s not like that’. 

So, we were genuinely going ‘If there is a test that needs to be taken around whether or not 

a project is going to meet – whether the public – whoever the public are – are going to think 

that a project is acceptable or not, we need to see what that test is, what the thresholds are 

so that we can figure out how best to create our projects’ But of course it doesn’t exist. It was 

simply a notion that governors were expected to undertake. ‘Would the project you are 

thinking about commissioning be acceptable to The Sun?’ […] we just didn’t understand what 

this public acceptability test looked like. And who this idea of public was. Because as far as 

I’m concerned, I’m a member of the public. Of course, it’s politics, it’s just politics. Jack Straw 

didn’t give a shit. He just wanted to get re-elected […]  And I think people … I think, you know, 

policy makers don’t necessarily understand the ... the … the power of those sort of responses.’ 

(Director 1) 

In commenting that ‘policy makers don’t necessarily understand the ... the … the power of 

those sort of responses’ Director 1 highlights that this policy impacts upon the lived realities 

of prisoners, in relation to it limiting access prison theatre, and the benefits offered by prison 

theatre, as are outlined in Chapter 7. That public and media outrage could have such an 

impact on policies, and subsequently the lived experience of prison demonstrates the ways 

in which prisons are themselves spectacular. Despite prisons being secretive and difficult to 

access institutions (Combessie 2002) public interest in prisons and prisoners is widespread 

in the UK, particularly in relation to what people in prison, as non-productive members of 
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society, ‘deserve’. This can particularly be seen in ideas of prisons as ‘holiday camps’ 

(Telegraph 2017, Daily Mail Online 2018, Mirror Online 2019) in popular news media, which 

highlights a rhetoric of punishment, and ideas that people in prison are undeserving of 

‘luxuries’ such as access to exercise (Mirror 2019), contact with family (Daily Mail Online 

2018) and access to arts practice.  Director 1 draws attention to this rhetoric when he 

explains that prison theatre was condemned as a ‘waste of taxpayer’s money’. As a publicly 

funded institution, shrouded in privacy, ideas of money being ‘wasted’ on those deemed 

‘immoral’ or ‘undeserving’ (Pemberton et al 2016) can lead to the prison itself as a spectacle 

shaped by popular media. This can necessitate policy makers performing a spectacle of 

intervention, through unclear and indecipherable policies such as the public acceptability 

test, in order to address public concerns, cultivated by media representations of prison.  

Here, we can clearly see how the neoliberal valuing of productive and individually 

responsible citizens informs prison theatre policy and practice.  

The public acceptability itself can also be understood as spectacle. Through Director 1’s 

explanation that ‘of course it doesn’t exist. It was simply a notion that governors were 

expected to undertake’, we can conceptualise the public acceptability test as acting more as 

a representation of a test than offering tangible guidance or requirements, in which those 

being tested understand the parameters. In this way, it produced both the spectacle of a 

test, in requiring practitioners to meet unspecified and ever-changing conditions, and the 

spectacle of the public, a group of nameless people whose perspective on prison arts were 

intangible and variable, dependant on the establishment and the project. By understanding 

the public acceptability test as a form of spectacle, we can see how it is utilised as a form of 

varnish which performs the addressing of public concerns without making any tangible 

changes.  This further cultivates a form of ontological insecurity in which theatre practice 

must meet criteria which is dependent on powerful individuals’ (such as prison governors 

and commissioners) interpretation of what may be ‘publicly acceptable’.  In this way, the 

public acceptability test acts as another example of how neoliberalism produces a relational 

precarity in prison, through allowing governors to impose standards which may be both 

intangible and unreachable upon prison theatre, without the input of practitioners. This 

precarity, and insecurity, juxtaposed with neoliberal ideas of theatre practitioners as 

‘artrepreneurs’ (Harvie 2013), who must package and sell their work to meet these 

unknowable standards reproduces a carceral volatility, which impacts upon practitioners as 

well as prisoners within the system. 
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6.3 McDonaldisation 

Within this section I propose that a neoliberal landscape of competition and productivity 

result in some companies selling prison theatre ‘packages’ which could be understood as 

McDonaldised (see section 2.2). The theme of McDonaldisation emerged across many of the 

directors’ narratives through examples of prison theatre ‘packages’, which they storied in 

ways that both critiqued and justified its presence in the field.  

Director 1 offers a critique of the McDonaldisation of practice through his description of, 

what he termed, ‘manualisation’. In using the terms ‘manualised’ and ‘manualisation’, he is 

referring to a prison requirement to create manuals for their work in order for it to be 

assessed by prison psychology teams. Director 1’s critique of Prison Service Order (PSO) 

43509  illustrates both the use and the potential impacts of manualisation. He explains how 

this PSO necessitated all programmes to be accredited by local prison psychology teams. 

These teams required organisations to adopt a fluency (Thompson 2003) in criminal justice 

language, asking them to provide a theoretical model, a business plan, a programme manual 

and a business case for each programme that they ran. Director 1 describes this as ‘a bit of 

a headache’ and explains that being ‘forced to codify’ their work was meaningless, as it did 

not allow for the importance of being responsive in the space: 

‘PS04350. Now, am I getting this right? I think that is when they tried to force all non-

accredited interventions locally delivered to go through local area accreditations that was 

run by prison psychology teams. That was a headache because what that forced us to do was 

to create a theory … a theoretical model, a business plan, a programme manual and […] a 

business case […] Which was, as you can imagine, a bit of headache, because we work in a 

lot of prisons and we do different sorts of programmes in all of those prisons. So, it sort of 

forced us to try and codify all of our work. And I think trying to codify this sort of work is a bit 

meaningless. Because this work is about being in a space with people and having a plan, and 

having a set of things you think you’re going to achieve. But ultimately, it’s about being 

responsive to who’s in the room. And you can’t codify that. You can’t write a manual that 

says – that gives you every possible, you know, potential thing that could happen.’ (Director 

1) 

 

 
9 ‘Prison Service Orders (PSOs) are long term mandatory instructions which were issued until 31 July 2009. They 
have no expiry date, and remain in force until cancelled or replaced.’ (Prison Reform Trust) 
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The PSO was introduced as part of wider 3rd Sector Action Plan put forward by NOMS (now 

HMPSS) in order to ‘maximise the contribution made by the third sector to support our 

fundamental objectives of reducing re-offending and protecting the public’ (NOMS 2007), and 

although it was implemented inconsistently across regions (Hewish & Johnston 2007), it had 

significant impact on the ways that prison theatre was packaged and conceptualised, in 

terms of requiring work to be written out and ‘codified’ in a manner that was predictable and 

repeatable. In response to this plan, Hewish and Johnston of Rideout theatre argued; 

 

‘By the application of principles of accreditation and the imposition of Prison Service Order 

4350, it is becoming impossible to bring into prisons programmes that fall outside the 

increasingly rigid programme criteria.’ (2007, 3) 

 

‘Arts facilitators will always be resistant to a completely manualised approach because they 

recognise the value of the spontaneous confession or confidence, and the importance of 

maximising the significance of this. This calls for a flexibility of approach – what the manual 

writers might perceive as ‘drift’. Arts facilitators will always claim as essential to their practice 

the right to digress from prior trajectories in such moments of spontaneity since they 

understand the value of recognising that ‘this moment – now – this group – these words’ 

have a significance which in the honouring of same, empowers the participants in a shared, 

human and emotional experience.’ (ibid, 6) 

 

This requirement for manualisation of programmes, to some extent, forced practitioners to 

‘codify’ their work using instruction manuals, business plans and theoretical models. This is 

demonstrative of the ways in which a neoliberal governmentality can inform the language 

and content of arts practice, through the privileging of work which is efficient, calculable and 

predictable. Director 1’s assertion that prison theatre is ultimately ‘about being responsive 

to who’s in the room’ is demonstrative of Hewish and Johnston’s mantra ‘this moment – now 

– this group – these words’. This can be understood as a shared value, key to the delivery of 

prison theatre, of being guided by the participants in the theatre space, and letting their 

opinions, perspectives, experiences and ideas shape the work that is created. Projects led by 

this value create an environment of interdependency, in which the participants are co-

creators of both the art and the relationships and dynamics in the room. The project is just 

as dependant on them as they are on the facilitators, and other participants, and a system is 

formed which could not be reproduced by other people, or at another time. This relational 
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interdependency is lost when theatre practice is McDonaldised and conceptualised as one 

of many rehabilitative interventions in prisons. Instead, theatre becomes something that is 

done ‘to’ participants, rather than with, and framed as something they are dependent on for 

their rehabilitation. In this way, we can see that McDonaldised work, which results from 

financial precarity and neoliberal ideas of productivity and efficiency, contributes to a 

relational precarity in prison theatre. 

 

Examples of manualised work also emerged from Director 5’s narrative. She describes the 

model her work is based on, explaining that each project follows the 5-day framework of 

teambuilding, addressing the issue, devising the performance, rehearsing the performance 

and delivering the end of project show: 

‘First day we'd do ice breakers and team builders, and then go on to teaching drama 

techniques, then looking at the issue at hand […] so after we do, like, the topic - because 

there's so many crossovers of what's spoken about, in the main the plays will always take the 

same shape, because, you know, there might be something that is specific to a certain prison, 

and you can make those changes - I always try to, like, encourage that, but in the main, you 

know, the shape will take, but they will help in the process of devising and directing, because 

they know how to make it the most realistic, and that's how it will have the most impact. And 

then the Wednesday is obviously piecing it together and doing the devising and directing. 

Thursday, more rehearsals, and then we do the consequential thinking - yeah, we look back 

at the play and pick, like, five, like, poignant moments where changes could have been made 

to have, like, different outcomes, and then on the Friday, it's performed.’ (Director 5) 

This structure reflects ideas of McDonaldisation in that there is an efficiency, a predictability 

and a uniformity of service in that the same product and the same outcomes are delivered 

each week, regardless of the group or the topic, leaving little space for responsive theatre 

practice with a focus on the relational.  While she notes that the participants influence the 

performance by adding in details specific to establishment they are in, Director 5 also 

explains that the ‘shape’ of the performance is pre-planned. This demonstrates the 

McDonaldisation of Company 5’s practice in that it is predictable, efficient and arguably 

calculable, as the outcome will be broadly the same each time. Here we can see the material 

effects of neoliberal discourses and financial polies upon prison theatre practice and its 

participants. 
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When I worked with Director 5, on a student placement, the projects she was selling were 

two weeks long. I asked her about the move from two week to one-week programmes and 

she explains that she felt that the programmes didn’t ‘need’ to be two weeks and that, not 

only does it disrupt the prisoners’ routine for too long, but it also gives them the opportunity 

to ‘get idle’. I would argue that this demonstrates the reproduction of neoliberal values of 

productivity and responsibility, as well as the idea that the disruption of routine within the 

carcerally volatile prison is an inherently negative action. In the next chapter, I present the 

idea, and explore the benefits of ‘introducing difference’ into the prison.  

She identifies that while ‘prisoners want it to be longer’, logistical issues such as staffing, and 

cost also present a barrier to this. The emphasis on the financial benefits of a one-week 

course in this extract can illustrate ideas of theatre as varnish. As ideas of doing the work 

quickly and cheaply are privileged by both the prison and the theatre company, the practice 

can act as a performative, ‘tick box’ exercise which ‘papers over’ significant, structural issues 

such as gang violence, or the use of psychoactive substances through a 4-and-a-half-day 

course: 

‘They don't really need to be two weeks, like, usually when it's two weeks, it feels too long, 

people get fed up with it being full time, they want their gym, their visits - it's quite hard for 

prisons to manage something that's two weeks, you know, 'cause of staffing or whatever, but 

the structure of the project, like - all of the prisoners always want it to be longer, they always 

want it to be longer - you've got to think of it from a cost point of view as well, it's double the 

price, which isn't feasible for a lot of prisons, but you're able to get everything you need to 

get done in a week, and no one gets idle. There's no room for ‘Oh, we've got everything done, 

let's chill’ because there's not the time because you just go, go, go, go, go. Yeah, it was a lot 

to do with cost, a lot to do with time, and just feasibility of what works, really, but yeah, it 

does seem to work. Even though they say, like, they want it to be longer, […] it just works 

better like that for everyone for the prison - I mean, the participants, as I said, they would like 

it to be longer 'cause they love it, you know, they'd probably like it to go on every week. But 

yeah, for the prison, the cost, and for how it runs, it's just better suited to that.’ (Director 5) 

This extract arguably illustrates the impact of a neoliberal precarity on Director 5, through 

the focus on efficiency and productivity, as well as the creation of cost-effective programmes 

which are easy for the prisons to run. While Director 5 repeats the idea that the prisoners 

wished the projects were longer, she also states that, as they achieve their aim within a week, 

there is no ‘need’ for this. In this way, we can understand these programmes as a spectacle 
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of intervention, or a ‘tick box exercise’, as simplicity to deliver is prioritised over the content, 

or time spent building relationships with participants. Here we can see that varnish can also 

‘paper over’ the explicit desires of the participants in order to benefit the prison, or the 

practitioner. That Director 5 prioritises the cost effectiveness, and therefore the selling of 

practice, over participants’ wants is indicative of how her practice has been informed by a 

financial precarity (see section 5.2.1). This is demonstrative of the ways in which 

neoliberalism shapes the lives of practitioners, and subsequently, participants. The cycle of 

financial and relational precarity within prison theatre increases a pressure on practitioners 

which can result in them varnishing over the explicit desires of participants in an attempt to 

sell work. 

Section 7.4 presents the finding that practice which was experienced by participants as 

successful and caring was delivered when practitioners actively considered affect and made 

space for moments of connection, joy, and mutual regard, rather than focusing on effective 

outcomes. When I asked Director 5 about these moments, she explained that she does not 

feel she has time to make these sorts of connections as she is often focused on what is 

coming next in a project. Within the below extract, we can see how Director 5 has been 

impacted by a neoliberal rhetoric of productivity which requires her to be consistently 

planning ‘the next thing’, as well as her own experiences of precarity. Director 5’s own 

precarious employment conditions (see section 5.2.1) create additional pressure for her to 

fulfil project outcomes to further secure future contracts.  This extract arguably 

demonstrates that, in delivering these sorts of outcome focused projects, Director 5’s focus 

on what is coming next minimises possibilities for developing connection and mutual regard 

within the projects she is delivering. In this way, McDonaldised projects, which can be 

delivered quickly, and allow for predictable and measurable outcomes are a useful practice 

for ensuring that she can continue to sell work in a precarious economic landscape. As 

McDonaldised theatre practice can limit opportunities for connection, and the development 

of relational solidarity, we can understand this financial precarity (which itself can be 

exacerbated by relational precarity as demonstrated in section 5.4.2) as further producing 

relational precarity within prison theatre: 

‘So, with our projects, because of how much there is to do, there's not a lot of that time, and 

because I - so if I'm there and I'm heading it, I'm always quite preoccupied thinking about the 

next thing, blah blah blah […] I'd say that out of the most of everyone, I'd probably miss out 

on that, for me. I mean, I do sow seeds and positivity and, you know, will say to you, ‘What 
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are you going to do when you get out?’ and blah blah blah, but that does happen more 

towards the end, I'd say.’ (Director 5) 

Through this extract we can see a clear link between McDonaldised theatre practice and both 

financial and emotional precarity. Director 5’s concerns about financially supporting herself, 

documented in section 5.2.1, exacerbate her need to be ‘thinking about the next thing’, and 

cultivate a privileging of efficient, marketable work, over practice that prioritises creativity, 

aesthetic value and relational solidarity. Here, her use of ‘blah, blah, blah’ clearly 

demonstrates what she understands as the important parts of prison theatre, and varnishes 

over the parts she finds unimportant, such as building relationships with participants. In this 

way, we can conceptualise Director 5’s practice as shaped by neoliberal values of 

productivity and individualism. In the following section, I build upon an understanding 

McDonaldised theatre practice privileging productivity and efficiency over relational 

solidarity and interdependency to present linkages between issue-based theatre and the 

McDonaldisation of theatre practice.  

6.3.1 Issue-Based Theatre   

The theme of McDonaldisation found within the freelancers’ and company directors’ 

narratives emerged predominantly from descriptions of ‘issue-based’ theatre. Issue-based 

theatre is practice which tackles specific rehabilitative topics, relative to the criminal justice 

system. Projects which engage in issues relevant to the participants can be valuable in that 

they offer the opportunity to explore and discuss facets of their lived realities. However, an 

analysis of the directors’ narratives found that, through the delivery of this sort of work as 

McDonaldised packages, with predictable outcomes and little space for spontaneity, 

complex narratives and nuanced structural issues can become distilled into stories which 

‘tick a box’ and privilege the needs of establishments and stakeholders over participants. 

These packages can be understood as practice predominantly concerned with ‘effect’, that 

is practice which ‘communicates messages, or concentrates on identifiable social or 

educational impact’ rather than ‘affect’, which conceptualises ‘bodily responses, sensations 

and aesthetic pleasure’ (Thompson 2009, 7) as valuable outcomes of theatre practice.  

In The politics of intention: looking for a theatre of little changes Balfour (2009) identified 

that, for prisons, arts practice is a more acceptable medium when it is a by-product of 

another, more quantifiable aim and that practice popular within prisons includes ‘skills-

based anger management, bullying and drugs education programmes’ (2009, 350). He warns 

that, when aligning prison theatre practice too closely with ‘the system’, the discipline can 
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be ‘fashioned into a tool designed to re-educate, re-socialise and ‘rehabilitate’ people’ 

(Balfour 2004, 2), illustrating some of the ways in which issue-based theatre practice can act 

as a varnish. These quantifiable aims can also be situated within a context of precarity, in 

which competitive funding bids are more likely to be won when they have tangible, 

quantifiable outcomes which align with the aims of the establishment. This practice could be 

conceptualised as ‘furturitive’ (Thompson 2003, 58). Thompson describes projects that are 

furturitive as being delivered not for their value in the present moment, but for the promise 

of what they will achieve in the future, such as lowering reoffending rates, or increasing 

employability. While these aims may be presented as at the core of the contemporary 

criminal justice system, in this section, I present the finding that linking prison theatre too 

closely to rehabilitation, often through the delivery of issue-based McDonaldised packages, 

can result in the use of theatre practice to varnish over large structural issues in the 

neoliberal prison which may need significant investment, such as inequalities in the prison, 

and inequalities in society which may affect prisoners lives and relationships with offending.  

Examples of issue-based, furturitive theatre practice were most notably found in the 

narratives of practitioners who were newer in their careers, having begun their practice in 

the late 2000s or early – mid 2010s, particularly Directors 5 and 3 and who therefore had 

been most affected by experiences of precarity (see section 5.2.1). Descriptions of Director 

5’s furturitive work can be found in the above section. The formulaic nature of these issue-

based projects allows us to view this sort of practice, as varnish as it covers over the complex, 

nuanced and often painful lived experiences of the participants in favour of the spectacle of 

‘tackling an issue’. That the formula is the same regardless of the issue Company 5 tackles 

(these can include substance issue, debt, gang violence and familial relationships) is further 

evidence of McDonaldised practice, and the use of theatre as varnish in which the severity 

and complexity of different issues is obscured in favour of presenting all ‘issues’ as equal, 

and able to be addressed in the same way. The presentation of these issues in this way can 

contribute to a carceral volatility, as they imagine the lived realities of participants as devoid 

of social context, and easily solvable, further responsibilising prisoners for any issues in their 

lives they may not have tackled. This arguably illustrates how neoliberal ideas of individual 

responsibility and self-governance can shape the content of prison theatre practice. 

Examples of work which has a rehabilitative or issue-based focus was also found in Director 

3’s narrative. She explains that ‘[Company 3] does design theatre for the purpose of reducing 

violence, this, that, or the other’. As businesses which have predominantly been operating 

within a landscape of austerity, creating and selling packages to prisons in order to ensure 
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secure and continuous work further reveals their experiences of precarity documented in 

section 5.2.1 as well as the marketisation of prison theatre as a product or package that can 

be sold. As documented in Chapter 5, precarious funding streams and accompanying 

precarious relationships with prisons have resulted in insecure work for freelancers and less 

established company directors. Offering projects which claim to tackle some of prisons’ key 

aims is a method of negotiating this financial precarity. However, it requires practitioners to 

make their work more marketable through offering McDonaldised packages and utilising 

criminal justice specific language to sell it. This can be understood as an example of spectacle 

through the use of the language of rehabilitation to promise outcomes which need significant 

structural investment. For example, while prison theatre can educate about violence or even, 

arguably create some community or cohesion in some aspects of prison life, theatre projects, 

especially short-term projects are limited in their ability to make lasting, structural change. 

Here we can see how neoliberal financial policies and values of efficiency shape the delivery 

of prison theatre as, in presenting a focus on effective outcomes such as a reduction in 

violence, debt or drug misuse, rather than affective, and more realistic outcomes, such as 

connection, joy, or learning a new artistic skill, companies are offering a representation of 

intervention, rather than any meaningful change.  

An analysis of Director 4’s narrative particularly highlighted the link between financial 

precarity and issue-based theatre, specifically McDonaldised issue-based theatre practice, as 

documented above. As someone employed by a company with much a longer and 

established history than companies 3 and 5, he offers a direct critique of Director 5’s 

McDonaldised practice. He describes it as:  

‘These kind of boxed-off package weeks, which are tackling issues for 12 men who take part, 

and the 30 in the audience.’ (Director 4) 

Director 4 explains that he feels that Director 5 is uncritical about her work, which is very 

much focused on ‘effect’ (Thompson 2009) and on the financial aspects of delivering practice. 

While he recognises that this can be necessary for newer artists, and was something he 

himself did when starting out, he feels that the sort of week-long, packaged workshops she 

sells are both inefficient and offer establishments cheap and easy ways to be seen to be 

tackling an issue rather than addressing them at a structural level. Within the below extract 

we can understand prison theatre as utilised as a varnish, or a ‘tick box exercise’, through 

creating a weeklong, pre-written package which tackles structural issue such as psychoactive 

substances without, in Director 4’s opinion, needing to prove efficacy:  
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‘I like [Director 5], right, but I don't think she does a lot of critical self-thinking. So, she's about 

– she's created a business, so she's pursuing money. […] There's a market out there for a 

programme - for a week-long programme, which ostensibly deals with psychoactive 

substances, so let's create a workshop week which is about psychoactive substances and call 

it ‘The workshop on psychoactive substances’ and nobody really up there who's paying for it 

- the commissioners - all they're arsed about is not proving any efficacy, because they're not 

all interested in efficacy, what they're interested in is being able to say ‘Yeah, we done 

something on that’ in the same way as - so you'll have a ready market, right, because 

somebody'll buy it, 'cause you're saying that's what it's doing, this. And they're not bothered 

about whether you're actually doing that or not, what they're bothered about is that they can 

say ‘We've had the workshop in about that’ yeah? And that makes us complicit in the 

legitimisation of actually no intervention.’ (Director 4) 

Here, the emphasis is on ‘being seen’ to have tackled an issue, and not on creating 

meaningful change. The delivery of ‘actually no intervention’ can again be understood as 

Debord’s idea of a spectacle as the ‘being seen’ to intervene is privileged over meaningful or 

sustainable intervention. This is idea is particularly pertinent to section 6.4, which explores 

plays or shows at the end of projects as varnish in that they offer performances of 

rehabilitation or retribution, without tackling the conditions that may act as barriers to 

rehabilitation initially.  

As well as demonstrating how prison theatre has the potential to be ‘complicit in the 

legitimisation of actually no intervention’, the above extract also reveals a shift in 

responsibility for tackling issues such as gang violence or drug use within the prison from the 

prison establishments to the theatre companies. This acts as a practical illustration of 

literature which documents a shift in welfare responsibilities from the government to private 

and voluntary sector organisations (Garland 1996, Ilcan 2009) in which ‘private agencies and 

international organizations engage in various responsibilities that, in the past, were largely 

state functions’ (Ilcan 2009, 10), creating ‘tangled relations between the state and the 

voluntary sector’ (ibid, 24).  Within theatre practice this shift can be conceptualised as 

projects being responsibilised into delivering performative but arguably ineffective methods 

of tackling complex structural issues which, for Director 4, is ‘complicit in the legitimisation 

of actually no intervention’. Here, we can see that these McDonaldised packages, cultivated 

by neoliberal financial policies and ideas of productivity and efficiency, not only limit space 

for creativity and exploration through a focus on effect, but can also contribute to the 

maintenance of a harmful system by obscuring structural issues with the delivery of short-
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term interventions which responsibilise the individual and absolve the prison of its’ 

responsibility for delivering effective, meaningful and lasting interventions.  

 Director 4 suggests that, as practitioners, ‘we start off in this radical position but actually 

what we are doing is, through our creative practice, is just turning everybody into fucking 

conformists’. The idea of ‘turning everybody into fucking conformists’, illustrates Hughes and 

Ruding’s (2009, 223) idea of helping people ‘adjust more effectively to an oppressive reality 

that will continue to disenfranchise them’. This is demonstrative of the ways in which prison 

theatre can contribute to a carceral volatility by exacerbating the tension between a lack of 

agency and control for prisoners, and the shifting of responsibility for governance in prisons 

from the institution to the individual. This aids an understanding of the material effects of 

the key aspects of neoliberalism, specifically welfare state devolution, retraction, and 

recomposition, an expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal apparatus and the cultural trope 

of individual responsibility (Wacquant 2009), on both the ideologies underpinning prison 

theatre and, subsequently, the content delivered during prison theatre projects. 

 

I found that in a neoliberal landscape of financial precarity, alongside the valuing of 

discourses of productivity and efficiency, issue-based, McDonaldised prison theatre 

‘packages’ are increasingly popular. I have shown that this sort of practice can act as varnish 

to enable establishments to enact a ‘spectacle’ of tackling structural issues within a context 

of carceral volatility. While these projects can be understood as complicit in the maintenance 

of systems of oppression which offer no intervention or support, I do not make the argument 

that they are always devoid of value. Within these projects, spaces for resistance, joy and 

aesthetic value can be found and, as Director 4 notes, projects can often be sold as a way to 

‘make your negotiation with the keeper of the keys to get in there, so you can actually create 

a really interesting experience for the men that are there during the week’. I do argue for 

increased criticality around the way in which performance can used to legitimise a regime or 

enable the spectacles of intervention and these ideas will be further developed in the 

following section, which presents ways that performance can act as varnish to create a 

spectacle of rehabilitation or retribution.  

6.4 Performing Reform  

Stories of end of show performances were prevalent within the narratives of all participant 

groups. While Thompson argues that a show delivered to an audience is not always necessary 

within theatre projects, and that projects which do not include such performances offer a 
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boldness, as they imply that ‘aesthetic value is found in co-created moments and not only in 

public display’ (2015, 438), performances are commonly utilised within prison theatre to 

mark endings, celebrate successes and demonstrate learning. The themes around end of 

show performances that emerged from my analysis could be divided into two categories: 

performance as an opportunity to connect with audiences and challenge stereotypes, which 

will be explored in section 7.5.2, and performance as a form of varnish which requires 

participants to perform narratives of rehabilitation or retribution to audiences of fellow 

prisoners and stakeholders. This can be understood in relation to Thompson’s (2004) idea of 

‘performing reform’. In From the Stocks to the Stage: Prison Theatre and the Theatre of 

Prison, Thompson (2004) warns against the dangers of performing reform and warns that 

prison theatre, especially that which involves a rehabilitative element, can result in the 

performance of punishment. He cautions that, without critical engagement with their 

practice, practitioners can risk delivering theatre which can act as ‘the modern day version 

of the stocks’ (ibid 57) in which forms of indirect power that are characteristic of prison under 

neoliberal governmentality (Crewe 2007) are reproduced through a framework of 

‘retribution’ or ‘accountability’ (2004, 64), which asks prisoners to perform their own reform 

or rehabilitation. In this section I present examples of performances which require 

participants to perform reform, understanding them as a tool which aids theatre practice in 

varnishing over structural issues in prisons. 

Ideas of performing reform were prevalent in Director 5’s narrative, particularly in her 

descriptions of ‘hard hitting theatre’. As I show later in this section, she has pre-prepared 

outlines of performances which are used to ‘warn’ audiences of prisoners about the dangers 

of the issues explored in the projects. She explains that, while she cannot practice in Welsh 

prisons due them not deeming her issue-based work ‘safe’, she believes that the work is not 

too hard hitting, as it presents topics which many prisoners experience ‘day in, day out’, 

although this could also be viewed as an argument against delivering this work, as prisoners 

are re exposed to trauma which they are currently living through. For Director 5, the 

rehabilitative part of the work comes from people seeing the impact that they have on other 

people, reflecting ideas of performing reform in terms of the delivery of an issue-based show 

which aims to ‘shock’ audiences of prisoners into rehabilitation: 

‘I just think that they see it day in, day out, you know, I don't - that's like - with Welsh prisons, 

now, you have to go under a psychologist to get your - to get through a panel if your works 

not accredited, and that's something that they say. They don't see my work as safe because 

of that […] but it's not anything that they don't know, I think the eye-opening moments are 
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where you're opening it up to the family or the paramedic or the prison officer[…] that's 

shocking, 'cause they're the people that they're trying to blank out, so they don't feel guilty, 

or that they shouldn't be using, so I think it's that that shocks them the most, but we try and 

encourage that in all of our work because that's where I believe the rehabilitation happens, 

is when they do factor in other people than themselves, so - and I think a lot of people want 

to shy away and not challenge that, but it's happening and they are being affected and they 

do need to know […] It's more about the shock factor, and - 'cause what we try and do is look 

at the worst extreme, but incorporating all the characters, so all of the ripple effects of the 

topic, and then obviously do it finishing with the consequential thinking of how it could have 

been changed positively, so we do end on a positive, but it's never been - we want it to be 

hard-hitting, because we want people to think ‘Fuck, I shouldn't do this’ so we wouldn't want 

to kind of make it weak.’ (Director 5) 

In her description of work which promotes ‘the shock factor’, we can see what Thompson 

described as a ‘somewhat callous disregard’ for audiences, where the ‘shock factor’ is 

privileged over their comfort (2015, 437). We can understand her work as privileging the 

‘rehabilitation’ of both participants and audiences (which are also made up of prisoners) over 

connection or comfort. Despite all Company 5’s projects being only four and a half days long 

(as described in section 6.3), the performances include ‘eye opening moments’ designed to 

prevent audiences and participants from ‘blanking out’ or avoiding ‘feeling guilty’ about the 

consequences of their actions. This sort of retributive language, and the instance on these 

‘shocking’ moments acts a tool for responsibilising prisoners. It forces audiences to think 

about the consequences of their actions, while providing no further support, structures or 

interventions to challenge this, or to put these actions into any context. Again, this can be 

conceptualised as contributing to a carceral volatility, not only through exacerbating the 

tension between a rhetoric of responsibility and lack of agency, but also by realising the 

potential of violence for prisoners. As identified in Chapter 4, the prison experience is 

underpinned by the potential for physical and emotional violence and in presenting this to 

prisoners, likely without prior knowledge or consent10, Company 5 is reproducing the harms 

of carceral volatility. In this way, we can see that neoliberal ideas of individual responsibility 

and self-governance as significantly shape both the content of prison theatre, and 

participants’ experiences of the discipline. 

 
10 Audiences are usually selected for convenience, based upon the wing they live on, job they do or course they 

are participating in, rather than voluntarily signing up to watch the show. 
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In Jane’s narrative, she describes performance within prison theatre as risking being a ‘tick 

box exercise’ to satisfy prison and funding agendas when she reflects on her experience 

delivering issue-based theatre with Company 5. She says that she feels that, while the 

performance has value in that it allows participants to recognise their achievements, it can 

also act as a ‘tick box exercise’ in which both the theatre company and the prison can perform 

tackling issues that are prevalent in prisons. Jane’s narrative contributed to the emergence 

of Performing Reform as a theme, as she critiques end of project shows in terms of it 

privileging the needs of stakeholders over the participants. While I have highlighted the 

importance of a consideration for audience comfort, particularly for audiences of prisoners, 

Jane demonstrates that an over-privileging of audiences’ needs, especially audiences of 

stakeholders can require participants to perform stories that best fit the dominant 

institutional narratives. She explains that performance is not necessarily always the most 

beneficial thing for the participants, and instead can be used as a tool for practitioners to 

secure further funding:   

‘I think the shows really valuable for them to feel that they’ve done something. And the 

opportunity for them to show that is amazing. But it sometimes also feels like a box for 

funding […] a tick box. And that’s how I’ve always felt with – it feels like ‘Oh we’ve done a 

show so we’ve done a great job.’ It sometimes often feels like it could be – yeah. It doesn’t 

always need to be a definite. It can be a ‘what’s more beneficial for the group?’ […] And 

sometimes it isn’t beneficial for them. Sometimes you have to drag them through a show 

because they’re like ‘I just don’t want to’. They’re like – it’s looking at what’s more therapeutic 

and better from them – those circumstances rather than what gets you more funding.’ (Jane) 

In section 6.3 I showed that McDonaldised prison theatre packages allow practitioners to 

negotiate precarity and sell their work effectively. The above extract arguably illustrates how 

end of project shows performed to audiences of funders and stakeholders can be a further 

useful tool in marketing prison theatre practice. In this way, we can understand prison 

theatre as acting as varnish, through the cultivation of a neoliberal spectacle of productivity 

and intervention, which serves the prison establishment significantly more than the project 

participants. Through Jane’s retelling, of ‘dragging’ participants through a show because 

they ‘just don’t want to’ the participants themselves can be understood as a spectacle, 

placed upon the stage to perform the success of a project, in order to secure more funding 

for future projects. In explaining how ‘sometimes you have to drag them through a show’ 

Jane is highlighting that the participants are not always served by these performances and 

providing an example of resistance against prison theatre. While, in Chapter 7, I present the 
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ways in which prison theatre can provide resistance against some of the harms of 

neoliberalism, Jane’s narrative serves as an illustration that prison theatre can be shaped so 

severely by neoliberal policy and rhetoric that it becomes an object to be resisted, rather 

than a tool of resistance. 

The theme of Performing Reform was also present in Jane’s narrative, particularly in relation 

to Company 5. She explains that their issue-based plays are already written before the 

facilitators have met the group. This can be viewed not only as an absence of regard for the 

thoughts and feelings of the group members but also as an example of theatre practice which 

acts as a tool to perform the spectacle of rehabilitation rather than explore or create, making 

theatre makers, and perhaps unwittingly, prisoners, complicit in recreating an oppressive 

regime onstage, as well as acting as a form of varnish in which prisoners perform ‘pro-social’ 

or ‘rehabilitated’ behaviours to ‘tick a box’ for the prison: 

‘And the prescribed nature of the play, with all the scenes written out before you meet group 

means it’s not about their voices.’ (Jane) 

In this extract, Jane demonstrates a McDonaldised theatre package which, while useful for 

marketing and selling practice to prisons, can result in the loss of participants and a lack of 

space for developing connections and mutual regard. The performances of these often 

‘shocking’ projects, which are ‘not about their voices’ can be understood in relation to trauma 

tourism (Brown 2009), as they invite in audiences to see ‘hard hitting’ plays performed by 

participants who are likely to have some experience with these issues. Brown explains that 

an important element of trauma tourism is ‘the hierarchy of the gaze’ (2009, 97). Through 

Jane’s examples of performance within prison theatre, in which prisoners perform a 

spectacle of reform for stakeholders and prison staff that does not include or consider ‘their 

voices’, we can conceptualise prisoners as the subjects of a ‘controlling’ gaze which produces 

‘hierarchy, denial, distance’ (ibid). In this way, we can see how prison theatre has been co-

opted by neoliberalism to act as a part of an ‘expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal 

apparatus’ (Wacquant 2009). In section 7.5.2, I build upon this understanding to present the 

importance of a considered selection of audiences in avoiding trauma tourism, and 

performances of reform.  

6.5 Summary  

The findings discussed within this chapter demonstrate how theatre practice, particularly 

issue-based theatre practice, can act as a varnish to ‘paint over that which is shitty’ when it 

presents this sort of practice as a tool to ‘fix’ complex, structural issues within the 
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contemporary prison, providing a spectacle of intervention, without engaging in any 

meaningful change. In presenting these findings I have highlighted the linkages between 

precarity and McDonaldisation, contextualising the need to deliver this sort of practice, and 

situating the significant on tangible, predictable outcomes within a neoliberal landscape of 

competition and pressure to produce.  

That the sorts of practice documented in this chapter can responsibilise participants, 

alongside the performance of ‘shocking’ shows, which realise the potential for violence 

which underpins the prison experience, can contribute to the cultivation of a carceral 

volatility in prisons. I suggest that this subsequently exacerbates a relational precarity which 

is characteristic of the contemporary prison. Here, it is important to consider the tension 

between the benefits of prison theatre, as presented in the following chapter, and how the 

use of theatre as varnish, to perform the spectacle of intervention can impede structural 

intervention or change. Within this chapter, we can understand how a neoliberal 

governmental power shapes prison theatre and produces a carceral volatility. In Chapter 7, I 

identify how people can experience theatre as a form of resistance against this power, 

through the use of prison theatre as a space for exploration and connection, which privileges 

emotion and relational solidarity and conceptualises participants as capable of professional, 

high-quality work.  
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Chapter 7. Resistance: A Way to Scream and Shout and Get It All 

Out 

7.1 Introduction  

The theme of Resistance emerged from all participant groups in this study. As such, the 

potential for resistance may be understood as a unifying aspect of prison theatre, with its 

forms varying in accordance with particular participants’ possibilities for living. In this 

chapter, I draw upon Ugelvik’s (2014), and Wilkinson & Ortega-Alcazar’s (2018) 

understanding of resistance (see section 2.5.1.3) to present the ways in which prison theatre 

practitioners and participants negotiate and resist the impacts of neoliberal policies and 

discourses upon prison theatre documented in the first three findings chapters within this 

thesis, most prominently carceral volatility, relational precarity, McDonaldisation, and the 

use of prison theatre as varnish. 

This chapter draws upon my analysis of the former prisoners’ narratives more so than the 

previous two chapters, offering stories of resistance in the form of hope, joy, collaboration 

and exploration. From this, we can see that even theatre practice which has been 

significantly colonised by neoliberalism offers some space for resistance and for escape. 

While this thesis contains a call to criticality for theatre practitioners, in this chapter I 

demonstrate that projects which operate within a neoliberal framework and which, like all 

neoliberal subjects, are shaped by governmental power, can still offer spaces for joy, 

exploration and hope, illustrating Woodland and Hazou’s idea that theatre practice can be a 

‘potent form of resistance’ (2021, 387). In doing so, I highlight that ‘theatre as varnish’ and 

‘theatre as resistance’ are not two binary ends of a spectrum, but, in the context of an 

intangible and far-reaching neoliberal governmentality, can co-exist as two elements of the 

same project. 

This chapter will illustrate how participants conceptualise prison theatre as a space of escape 

and resistance in a section entitled A ‘Safe Enough’ Space for Resistance. It will then go on to 

present the three further subthemes, which detail key methods prison theatre can utilise in 

resisting a neoliberal governmentality. These were identified during an ‘across’ analysis of 

the data, and therefore contain narratives from each participant group. Each of these 

subthemes, or methods of resistance, are detailed below: 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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7.3 Compliance as Resistance 

This section demonstrates how working within a neoliberal framework can create space for 

company directors to enact a ‘radical compliance’. This can be understood as an engagement 

with neoliberal structures and processes that afford practitioners the ability to deliver 

theatre practice in prisons. 

7.4 Connection as Resistance 

This section documents the importance of privileging connection and the cultivation of 

relationship solidarity within theatre practice and the ways that this can act as a form of 

resistance to a highly individualised neoliberal prison. 

7.5 Aesthetics as Resistance 

This section details the ways in which the delivery of high-quality, multi-disciplinary arts 

practice which conceptualises participants as professionals can resist the use of theatre as 

varnish, the McDonaldisation of practice, and performing reform.  

7.2 A ‘Safe Enough’ Space for Resistance    

The theme of prison theatre as A ‘Safe Enough’ Space for Resistance emerged from the 

directors’ descriptions of delivering prison theatre. This theme represents the creation of a 

space where people can explore their own and others’ experiences and perspectives, take 

creative risks and share ideas. While these are often referred to as ‘safe’ spaces (Hunter 

2008, Balfour et al 2015, Richardson 2015, Shailor 2021), I borrow the term ‘safe enough’ 

from Director 1 to acknowledge that, in an environment of carceral volatility, where the 

potential for violence and harm is ever present, safety is never a guarantee. Narratives from 

Directors 1 and 3 presented a ‘safe enough’ space as having the potential to facilitate 

explorations of individuals’ emotional experiences and support participants in ‘stepping into 

other peoples’ shoes’ and experimenting with different ways of being. Director 1 explains this 

as a space which sets up ‘safe enough’ frameworks for participants to explore their emotional 

worlds and try out different roles and realties. In this way, the prison theatre space can be 

understood in relation to Crewe et al’s (2013) Emotional Geographies of Prison Life in which 

the authors identify the creation of emotion zones such as the classroom and visits hall, 

where prisoners can explore aspects of their emotional selves away from the more 

traditionally masculine and hostile prison wings: 

‘You create a nice safe space in which people are – actors – are able to feel – to explore their 

emotional world in relation to a story, a narrative, a character. So, I sort of go ‘Well. That’s 
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what we do when we take this work into prisons.’ Our job is to create space. A safe enough 

space in an often-unsafe environment for people to start to explore their inner world and how 

that impacts on their own narrative, their story and the people around them. That’s what this 

work does. […] it provides frameworks. Safe frameworks for people to step into other people’s 

shoes, to experiment with different versions of themselves, to play slightly different roles, to, 

to rehearse, to try stuff out, to try it out in a different way, try it out in a different way. In the 

same way you would in a rehearsal room. No one gets it right first time when you’re 

rehearsing a play.’ (Director 1) 

I suggest that Directors 1’s desire to create ‘a safe enough space in an often-unsafe 

environment’ represents an attempt to resist a carceral volatility by injecting difference into 

the prison. In his repetition of the word ‘difference’ we can see that, in a system that is built 

for homogeneity, and in which difference is often a potential signifier of volatility (and 

accompanying risk of harm), he positions difference, or a break in routine, as positive. The 

above extract demonstrates that, through his practice, Director 1 attempts to offer 

participants (or ‘actors’) a ‘safe enough’ space to experiment with difference in a way that 

resists a carceral volatility that necessitates prisoners needing to ‘have their guard up’ and 

‘duck and dive’ in order to avoid drawing attention to themselves. Director 1’s referral to the 

participants as ‘actors’ is another example of resistance, against ideas of homogeneity 

amongst prisoners. The conceptualisation of participants as artists resists narratives of 

theatre as something that is done to people to help rehabilitate them, instead demonstrating 

that participants take an active role in creative process. The value of this conceptualisation 

is further explored in section 7.5 where I present Darren’s narrative of feeling valued within 

the theatre space because ‘they didn’t treat us like prisoners they treated us like artists’ 

(Darren). 

Director 1 explains that the ability to create a space for exploration and resistance enables 

him to ‘put up with’ the more challenging aspects of delivering prison theatre practice. Here, 

I suggest, the creation of a ‘safe enough’ space acts as a tool for practitioners to resist the 

‘bullshit’ involved with delivering theatre practice within the neoliberal prison, including 

impersonal and complex tendering processes, a relational precarity between practitioners 

and prison staff, and a requirement for theatre practice to consistently prove value and 

efficacy: 
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 ‘You sort of put up with the bullshit because you know that actually, at the heart of it, being 

in the room where you feel like you’ve created a space that is safe enough for people to start 

exploring stuff that is important to them, at their own pace.’ (Director 1) 

This extract offers an example of the ‘embodied weariness’ posited by Wilkinson and Ortega-

Alcazar (see section 2.5.1.3). While Director 1 has been worn down by ‘the bullshit’ related 

to delivering prison theatre, as listed above, he ‘puts up with’ it in order to deliver prison 

theatre. Although this could be understood as merely coping with, or even submitting to the 

harms created by the neoliberal prison, I suggest that there is an act of resistance in this 

‘putting up with’ which allows for ‘a redirection of energy’ (Wilkinson & Ortega-Alcazar 2018, 

7) into the creation of practice which is ‘safe enough’ to enable participants to ‘explore their 

emotional worlds’, ‘to experiment with different versions of themselves, to play slightly 

different roles’. The delivery of this sort of practice represents a resistance against the 

neoliberal privileging of productivity, and predictable outcomes over ideas of creativity and 

play. By introducing opportunities of experimentation, exploration and difference into the 

carcerally volatile prison, prison theatre can cultivate ideas of escape, as is explored in the 

following section. 

7.2.1 Spaces for Escape  

The subtheme of Escape was prevalent and emerged predominately from the former 

prisoners, although it could also be found in Director 3’s narrative. For Director 3, these ‘safe 

enough’ spaces, which give participants the opportunity to try out new skills, act as a ‘haven’ 

away from the rest of the prison. Through her narrative we can see that, for her, prison 

theatre can act as a space where people living in a context of carceral volatility, or a place 

where ‘you could feel the untrust or the violence in the air’ can temporarily relax through the 

cultivation of trust in the space. In this way, I found that prison theatre can act as a form of 

escape, which offers participants the opportunity to temporarily shed some of the mistrust 

and the need to be ‘on your guard’ endemic in the carcerally volatile prison, introducing ‘a 

different feel’ into the prison. While, traditionally, ideas of escaping from prison have 

negative connotations, in this context the idea of escape represents a temporary freedom 

from the precarity and volatility imbued by the neoliberal prison: 

 

‘It was people who'd never really done dance or drama at all, ended up doing the most 

amazing theatre and dance performance, exploring really, uh, personal deep issues and gave 

so much of themselves put so much trust in that room was like a, like a little haven that like, 

you know, in the talk about safe space, I've never felt more than in that room because outside 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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was just this, the culture we talk about, you could feel the untrust or the violence in the air, 

and in that room and people would come in and the minute you stepped in there, everyone 

would kind of relax, take shoes off. People were willing to do breathing exercises. People were 

willing to dance, they were willing to act. […] one day one of the men brought his guitar and 

had the most beautiful angelic voice and sang to everyone in the group just because he 

couldn't afterwards. He told us he'd never, ever performed when he went forward and he is 

absolutely amazing, but he never performed to anyone. And that's what I mean about the 

space, just having a different feel.’ (Director 3) 

Ideas of creating non-judgemental spaces which break down inhibitions and act as releases 

are prevalent within literature around socially engaged theatre practice (Herrmann 2009, 

Weaver 2009, Boal 2010). These ideas can be critiqued in terms of overstating the power of 

theatre to make change within an institution such as prison (Balfour 2009, Snyder- Young 

2013) and positioning participants as devoid of social context. However, for participants, 

prison theatre practice can, at least in part, offer a space for exploration, reflection and 

feelings that differs from prison ‘norms’ and resists ideas of theatre practice as a varnish, 

that attends only to prison issues and surface level discussions. These spaces can facilitate 

trust and foster feelings of safety and sharing, so that people might showcase their talents, 

creating connections and emotions that resist the idea that theatre is a tool to ‘perform’ the 

solution to complex and nuanced social issues. Here, the prison theatre space can be 

conceptualised as an emotion zone (Crewe et al 2013) in which specific spaces in prisons, 

such as the visits hall, the classroom or the gym allow for an exploration and expression of 

what Goffman (1959) terms ‘private emotions’. In this way, they can be understood as escape 

from relational precarity and prevalent narratives of having to ‘be on your guard’ in the 

carcerally volatile prison. 

The subtheme of Escape emerged most prominently from the former prisoners’ narrative. 

Both Ashley and David explicitly used the word escape, and Luke described prison theatre as 

‘to take you out of prison’ and ‘being able to be somewhere else for a bit’, evoking ideas of a 

literal, physical escape from prison: 

‘Oh, my days… See that. That experience right there was ... it was like. It was like a movie.’ 

(Ashley) 

‘A form of escapism as well. Because it is … it is fun and everything like … some people are 

having a down time and being in that project like … that would like brighten up days, yeah?’ 

(Ashley) 
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‘Drama in prison is to help people escape from what they’re facing at that moment in time’ 

(David) 

‘I think it's to take you out of prison, really, yeah, 'cause it's all about playing roles and 

performing, and I think on a, you know, like, more subtle level, it's probably about 

communicating better and being less tense and less stressed, and, you know, all the other 

sort of more subtle effects you probably get from taking part in the activity itself, but I think 

at its core it's probably about us getting - being able - getting something that's, you know, 

taking people's mind off being where they are, and being able to be somewhere else for a bit. 

[…] 'Cause - you know, physically you're not going to be able to do much about being in jail 

physically, but, you know, mentally you can have a nice time and act silly or play a really 

important role or something.’ (Luke) 

In Performing New Lives: Prison Theatre (2011) Shailor refers to the prison theatre space as 

a ‘sanctuary’, where ‘the distractions and degradations of the normal prison context are 

temporarily set aside’. He explains that here, ‘an environment very unlike the prison cell, the 

prison yard, and most prison classrooms develops, where creativity and compassion, self-

exploration and experimentation, playfulness and risk-taking can flourish and bear fruit’ 

(Shailor 2011, 23). These ideas are illustrated in the above extract, with particular attention 

to ideas of playfulness. Both Ashley and Luke’s narratives present the ability to play or be 

silly as a form of escape, and a crucial benefit of prison theatre. Luke’s comment that ‘you're 

not going to be able to do much about being in jail physically, but, you know, mentally you 

can have a nice time and act silly’ demonstrates that it can act as an escape, through ‘taking 

people’s minds off things’ and allowing a space for fun and play within a system that 

significantly restricts opportunities for this. References to fun and laughter in the prison 

theatre space were made by every member of this participant group, subverting neoliberal 

ideas of productivity and the transformation of prison theatre into varnish, to produce 

outcomes such as employability skills or drug awareness. Ashley’s description of prison 

theatre as ‘like a movie’ further illustrates the idea of prison theatre as an escape. In choosing 

to compare the discipline to a popular form of ‘escapism’ for the general population, he 

evokes a sense that many can relate to, of being able to focus on a narrative different to their 

own lives for a period of time, and perhaps offered the opportunity to forget one’s own 

issues, as they become subsumed in an ‘alternative reality’. 

The idea of the prison theatre space as a means of ‘escaping’ the prison again reflects Crewe 

et al’s (2013) ideas of emotion zones. My analysis of the narratives from this participant 
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group found that, by creating a space for participants to explore emotions in an environment 

that is ‘judgement free’, allowing people to be ‘soft’ and ‘act silly’ and offering the 

opportunity to express oneself, prison theatre can act as a resistance to neoliberal ideas of 

stoicism (Evans & Wallace 2007) and a regime that privileges individualism over connection 

and relational solidarity (Crewe 2009): 

‘Having that way to just express yourself in a … in a … mostly judgement free environment, I 

think. That’s what you’re trying to create isn’t it? In a, in a, in a theatre – in a drama group is 

to try and say ‘suspend all judgement of each other’. For half an hour, or an hour [E Yeah] 

You can be whatever you want to be.’ (Tyler) 

‘You associate the space with, like, it's almost like somewhere where you escape for a bit […] 

quite a special space, because, yeah, you did, like, did escape for a bit during the daytime, but 

yeah, it was interesting 'cause you just see people breaking down a bit, like - at first they'd 

still have this kind of, like, hard exterior, […] they're almost keeping up a bit of a pretence to 

the facilitators, but then also to the other lads in the group, do you know what I mean, and 

get softened as the time goes on and people get to know each other and get to trust the 

process a bit more, and, like, feel less threatened by, you know, putting silly voices on or 

running around and playing a character - yeah, that was quite a powerful thing.’ (Luke) 

‘I was sat there and I was listening to what other people were all going, there were lots of 

people there, youngsters and David who was a bit older and they were saying things and 

[Practitioner 1] was and all that lot, just listen and one of them just turned round and said, 

well, what’s your take on this and I said, I don’t really have one and then I stopped and then 

maybe that. I didn’t realise when I said maybe that, I thought, hang on, I’m getting involved 

now…[laughing]…maybe I’ve got something to say or maybe get out my system and express 

something and maybe this is the way to scream and shout and get it all out.’ (Kyle) 

Tyler’s idea of ‘a judgement free environment’ demonstrates a resistance against both 

carceral volatility and relational precarity in prison. Rather than keeping one’s ‘guard up’, or 

‘head down’, his narrative suggests a space of openness, and an embracing of difference, 

which is often to be regarded with suspicion. This is further compounded within Luke’s 

narrative when he describes participants becoming softened and dropping pretences that 

they kept up at the beginning of projects ‘as the time goes on and people get to know each 

other and get to trust the process a bit more, and, like, feel less threatened’. In a landscape 

of carceral volatility, the opportunity to drop this pretence and ‘feel less threatened’ offers a 

significant opportunity for escape for participants and is demonstrative of the ‘different feel’ 
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described by Director 3 earlier in this section. This is illustrative of a key way in which prison 

theatre can create experiences of care, through the injection of difference into the prison, 

and the cultivation of a space for trust, openness and connection, within an environment of 

individualism and mistrust.  

While the above extract suggests that prison theatre practice allowed Kyle a space of escape 

and exploration, he was keen to stress that he was never able to fully escape from prison, or 

his crime, which had been high profile at the time it was committed. The below extract 

indicates that Kyle may have internalised ideas of being undeserving of luxuries (see section 

2.5.1) due to his status as a prisoner and public discourses of prison as an ‘easy option’ 

(Marsh 2009, Cheliotis 2010). Through the extract, we can see Kyle struggling with the idea 

that he may deserve a space for ‘release’, or to explore his emotions. There is a clear tension 

between the risk of him being perceived as ‘selfish’ or as if he doesn’t care, and of being able 

to move away from his crime and ‘be happy’. As such, I suggest that the below extract 

illustrates the juxtaposition of the experience of escape and joy within the prison theatre 

space with the populist argument of prisoners needing to repent and repay a debt to society 

that underpins the public acceptability test (see section 1.5.1): 

‘Obviously I never forgot about why I was there and I didn’t want to look at it in anyway like 

ok, I’ve forgotten about it, I’m in prison and make people think he doesn’t care or he’s selfish 

in any way because that wasn’t the case but I thought life needs to move on, life changes and 

whilst I’m here, I’m off all drugs and everything and I’m starting to get into a happy place 

again and if this is going to make me happy then why not? Why not be happy? I deserve to 

be happy, like any other person, it doesn’t matter if they’re in prison or outside of prison really 

and by doing the drama stuff, it just opened my eyes I suppose, it was like freedom.’ (Kyle) 

This extract indicates that neoliberal values of individual responsibility and self-governance 

have shaped the way in which Kyle experiences and understands ideas of justice and 

retribution. This can particularly be seen in his assertations that ‘obviously I never forgot 

about why I was there’ and that he didn’t want to ‘make people think he doesn’t care or he’s 

selfish’, where he demonstrates his concern for the way in which his punishment was 

perceived by undefined ‘people’. We can again understand this as influenced by ‘the 

spectacle of the public’ (see section 6.2.1), demonstrating the ways in media narratives and 

public rhetoric can have material effects upon the lived realities of prisoners. In relation to 

prison theatre, this extract demonstrates that even being presented with an opportunity to 

access arts causes Kyle some harm in the form of guilt. This further illustrates the idea that 
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the prison theatre spaces can only ever be ‘safe enough’ as, within a carcerally volatile space 

in which narratives of punishment, retribution and responsibility are embedded, resistance 

will always be laden with ethical and moral dilemmas, for both practitioners and participants. 

However, we can also see in the above extracts from Kyle that prison theatre subverts some 

of these narratives, invoking difference and offering alternative possibilities for living. Kyle 

described prison theatre as opening his eyes to the idea that he deserves to be happy, stating 

‘I suppose, it was like freedom’. By invoking the idea of freedom, Kyle again points to ideas 

of escape, and demonstrates that, by participating in prison theatre, and choosing happiness 

(as he states, ‘Why not be happy?’) he is enacting a form of resistance to the neoliberal 

prison, whose primary function is to punish, and enact retribution, restricting the choices 

and freedoms of those it imprisons. 

I have presented the finding that prison theatre can offer opportunities for resisting the 

restriction of freedoms, and the use of theatre as varnish within the neoliberal prison. This 

space can act as an example of an emotion zone within prisons and can evoke feelings of 

escape amongst participants, as well as relational solidarity and the resistance of relational 

precarity through the promotion of play, softness and openness. In the following section I 

illustrate the ways in which practitioners are able to deliver this practice, through radical 

compliance with neoliberal structures and frameworks. 

7.3 Compliance as Resistance  

Themes of compliance, and of dissention presented as compliance emerged from an analysis 

of the directors’ narratives, particularly through examples of ways in which directors 

negotiated restrictive neoliberal structures and barriers in order to deliver theatre practice 

in prisons. In this section, I show how the theme of Compliance can act as a form of 

resistance, or a ‘radical compliance’ which operates as a form of resistance in a landscape of 

financial and emotional precarity and uncertainty. I illustrate this using example of engaging 

in processes such as the DPS (see section 1.5.3) and mandated evaluation processes and 

discuss how they may be conceptualised as resistance. 

The earliest example of this ‘radical compliance’ documented in this study was Director 2’s 

stories of the establishment of Company 1 in the 1980s. He and his peers utilised Thatcher’s 

neoliberal policies, intended to strengthen the economy and minimise ‘welfare dependency’, 

to their advantage by moving money around to make themselves eligible for business 

development schemes:  



165 
 

‘Given that there was no money […] how do they start out, how do they make work if they 

want to make their own work. […] during the eighties […] you could just go and sign on. So, 

we were all signing on. For the first year of [Company 1] everybody was signing on […] You’d 

sign on which meant you’d have to go to the dole office like once a fortnight and that was it. 

No, there was no, not like it is now where you’ve got to kind of, you know, in order to get your 

money, you’ve got to do hundreds of applications a week or whatever it is and prove 

everything […] also bearing in mind when you were on the dole then, there was full housing 

benefit, so that was all taken care of and everything. And over the years I’ve met other people 

who are of a similar age to me who are in doing this kind of thing […] there also was a, there 

was something called - because Thatcher’s whole thing, part of her thing was about being 

able to encourage entrepreneurship and free market and all of those kind of things - they had 

a thing called the enterprise allowance scheme […] the gist of it was that you came up with a 

business idea and you’d go to these people and present them with your business plan and 

provided you had a £1000 in a bank account, you could, you’d get onto the enterprise ladder 

scheme which then paid you, I think it was like £40 a week for twelve months but that was 

more than the dole you see. […] And the idea was that you would use that to kind of, you 

know, set up your own business. And also, it was a way of getting people off the 

unemployment stats. […] the scam was that you’d borrow £1000, put it in your bank account 

and then you’d show them your bank statement and then you’d give your £1000 back to 

whoever you’d borrow it from […] I know a lot of artists who set up arts organisations on 

enterprise allowance. That’s how they started. If only there was such a thing now. […] 

Because you know, it allowed, it was a way for people to survive legitimately and make work, 

but ironically within the very beginnings of that kind of neoliberal agenda’ (Director 2) 

Within this extract we can see how neoliberal rhetoric of productivity, independence and a 

focus upon economic growth can be utilised by practitioners in order to develop work which 

can be understood as counterculture or anti-establishment. In Ugelvik’s (2014) ethnography 

of an adult male Norwegian prison, he uses a Foucauldian perspective to examine power and 

resistance, identifying that the most basic form of resistance can simply be to say no and 

refuse to engage. However, he also notes that: 

‘Resistance can be more than refusing. Thompson is onto something in his description of the 

relationship between acts of resistance and autonomy: ‘To live autonomously is just to refuse 

the given, to uncover what is possible and to have the courage to master one’s life (Thompson 

2003: 113)’ (Ugelvik 2014, 8)’ 
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The above extract illustrates how Director 2 and his peers ‘uncovered what is possible’ 

through engagement with neoliberal structures and processes. In moving the £1000 

between bank accounts, Director 2’s peers demonstrated active resistance that reflects his 

self-conceptualisation as an ‘anarcho’. In this time, Thatcher and her neoliberal politics 

represented an obvious target for resistance. Contemporary neoliberal policy, especially 

within the neoliberal prison, can be conceptualised as a ‘softer’ form of power, more subtle 

and pervasive yet intangible (Crewe 2009), and therefore more difficult to actively and 

consciously resist. This is compounded by a context of ‘welfare state devolution, retraction, 

and recomposition’ (Wacquant 2009) which has seen significant reductions and changes to 

the sort of schemes and benefits Director 2 was able to access. 

The DPS (see section 1.5.3) which has centralised funding opportunities for practitioners, and 

arguably reduced nuanced conversations about the work delivered to a series of boxes 

practitioners must tick, acts as an example of this shift to soft power. Excerpts of Director 1’s 

narrative, detailed in section 5.4.2, demonstrated the ways in which the DPS has 

responsibilised theatre companies and practitioners, requiring them to take ownership of 

previous prison responsibilities including recruitment and proving efficacy. This, 

compounded by the system decreasing opportunities for building strong, reliable 

connections, can represent a form of soft power through which practitioners and companies 

are responsible for their own self-governance, and the consequence of not properly enacting 

this governance (loss of contracts) is severe. Despite forms of soft power being more difficult 

to identify and therefore resist, Directors 4 and 5 both explained that negative impacts of 

the DPS can be resisted by working with prisons to write bids which only their company can 

meet: 

‘We were doing some work already at [prison 54] funded through the Arts Council and they 

said ‘Oh, we'd like more of this and we can use DPS,’ so I said okay, so I wrote the tender for 

them, told them what they should be looking for, they put it out on DPS, we applied and got 

the gig […] [Director 1] from [Company 1] was saying they've had - they've done that twice 

or three times now where they have actually written the tender, given it to the prison, the 

prison have then got to put it out for public purchase.’ (Director 4) 

‘[Prison 50] are putting in a bid, [Prison 16] are putting in a bid, all of them want me and 

we're in communication about writing the DPS.’ (Director 5) 

Here we can see examples of practitioners uncovering possibilities through compliance and 

working within the system in order to find spaces for resistance against it. This can be 
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understood in relation to Wilkinson & Alcazar’s (2018) ideas of coping as a form of resistance. 

Rather than railing against the DPS, or refusing to engage with a tendering process which 

exacerbates relational precarity (see section 5.4.2), practitioners demonstrate a ‘radical 

compliance’ with the system. By developing relationships outside of the process (often with 

institutions they have previously worked in, as demonstrated by Director 4), directors, at 

least partially, resist the development of relational precarity, and the subsequent negative 

impacts on safety that can arise from this precarity (see section 5.4.2).  

Directors 2, 3 and 4 also offered an example of collaborative resistance in which the directors 

belonged to a WhatsApp group that allowed them to alert one another to when they had 

written a DPS bid with a prison. This ensured that companies would not bid for these 

projects, to demonstrate a solidarity with their fellow organisations. Here we can see a sense 

of community and collectivism which, while complying with neoliberal systems and 

processes, directly resists a neoliberal rhetoric of individual responsibility and competition 

and reflects some of the values at the core of an aesthetics of care including inter human 

connectivity and mutual regard (Thompson 2015). However, Director 3 describes this 

resistance as ‘irritating’, ‘frustrating’ and ‘defeating the object’ of a process which purports 

to open up opportunities for smaller companies by theoretically removing consideration of 

any pre-existing relationships between organisations and theatre companies from the 

tendering process (although, as Directors 4 and 5 demonstrated, this is not always the case): 

‘The slightly irritating thing is the other theatre organisations that work in prisons in the UK, 

we have conversations and they've asked us not to go over specific things and I haven't gone 

for it. So, I've backed off from three bids that looked like they’d suit us well out of respect of 

other organisations, but it's slightly frustrating. So, the whole point of DPS is that you there's 

a big tender and you go for the same things, but actually I know how much work goes into 

one of our projects. And out of respect for other organisations, that's maybe spent 18 months 

building a relationship and designing a project. I'm not going to swoop in and go for that. […] 

but it's a silly system for that. It's frustrating me a bit that we can't, it's either not at all what 

we do or it's someone else's project. So, it kind of feels like it's defeating the object a bit.’ 

(Director 3) 

These comments can be situated within the context of Director 3’s experiences of precarity 

and subsequent feelings of powerlessness (see section 5.2.1), as well as her having formed 

her own company and therefore being solely responsible for her staff members. Director 3, 

has developed her practice under a landscape of competition and stated that ‘I don't trust 
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my prison relationships at the minute. And I feel very powerless’. Perhaps, in this context, 

resistance through collaboration requires an ability to rely on others which a neoliberal 

landscape does not cultivate. Director 3’s frustration at collective action is wearing down of 

her capacity to resist, cultivated by the relational and financial precarity borne from engaging 

in work with the neoliberal prison. Here, I suggest, the impacts of neoliberalism are 

experienced ‘not as a catastrophe but as a slow and steady deterioration’ (Wilkinson & 

Ortega-Alcazar 2018, 2), which impacts both upon the subjects’ capacity to flourish and their 

capacity for significant acts of resistance. However, despite her distrust of collective forms 

of resistance with other theatre companies, the following section demonstrates Director 3’s 

ability and willingness to enact resistance through building relationships with participants to 

create ‘authentic’ and caring evaluation processes.  

7.3.1 Evaluation as Resistance  

A notable method of ‘radical compliance’ found through my analysis of the directors’ 

narratives was the use of neoliberal, quantifiable, outcome-focused evaluation requirements 

(see section 6.3) as tools for capturing and creating aesthetic value and experiences of care. 

Within this section, I present the subtheme of Evaluation as Resistance through stories of 

radical compliance to evaluation requirements, in which practitioners transformed a 

neoliberal focus on the quantifiable into the capturing and creation of moments of care, 

connection and aesthetic value. 

I found that many of the directors felt that evaluative requirements were not only complex 

and often unnecessary, but also ineffective, and did not capture the information they felt 

was important. Director 3 explained that, for her, evaluation processes have changed within 

her professional lifetime from not being required to evidence ‘enough’ to being required to 

evidence ‘too much’. She explained that this was as a result of a cultural shift from ‘it was 

deemed good enough that you would have 12 people on a course on every course and they’d 

enjoy it’ to far more exhaustive evaluation requirements, with ‘less funds to do it’. A move 

away from projects being ‘good enough’ for having 12 people on a course who enjoyed it to 

projects requiring ‘exhaustive’ evidencing is demonstrative of a neoliberal pressure on 

practitioners to create outcome measures which can ensure a predictable level of quality but 

also risks practice forgoing any focus on affect, on aesthetic, human connection and care, as 

was demonstrated in section 6.3. Below, I present the subtheme of Evaluation as Resistance 

by illustrating how practitioners comply with, and expand upon, evaluation requirements to 

create processes which they feel capture some of the less recognised and valued aspects of 

prison theatre. 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iliana_Ortega-Alcazar?_sg%5B0%5D=vg0hpwz6UxHLKtEHZfh0RRQktVWy_o29G-lsYmK4Fi1MLHoGf-hKu7h_UqPLDOmbWQ-qYD4.SpwSZQL3VcLu5zntW8V85wT47HR-UQET5GQDATp-QEVutgWyL4crYYS1XBA7Ln71xBq9yDcZwIoJqWvMQtOTiQ&_sg%5B1%5D=pwUcjBzjDu4AbHkPkZWE6vwsepRgHtXeXu00rfDQb2kJqQ6vNqo2MuUsoAbC32zGGkLTasmNei6xp9mE.JCBAxyBd8NskaZgCZq2bheGJflxbSXDtPttP_GLZEb5DGl1ZAWWap6sxrMvnAaakXp_0tZZ2GYLi3sQMIw_dAQ
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While there are obvious benefits to proving efficacy, especially for courses programmes like 

Company 3’s, which engage with rehabilitation and social care work, the below extract from 

Director 4’s narrative shows that he feels as if current popular evaluation processes are 

exhaustive, but not rigorous, and do not prove efficacy. For him, these processes are ‘fucking 

pointless’, as often these evaluations are forms or questionnaires, filled in by participants at 

the end of projects. He highlights that not only may results be skewed as some people do 

not fill it in and others are keen to please practitioners with whom they have built 

relationships, but they also provide no insight into the long-term impacts of prison theatre. 

He explains that, due to complex power and political relationships, evaluations rarely have 

significant impact: 

‘You have somebody doing some sort of stats-basis research control to see what impact 

you're having on the four men you're working with, and the three that have stuck on the 

programme and the two that actually bothered to fill in the questionnaire afterwards, and 

the one that you're still in touch with a year down the line. And do you know what, there's a 

100% success rate on that basis. And that's the problem with research in this area, as you will 

absolutely know. It's - I've gone in one end of that sort of research and evaluation 

legitimisation machine, and come out the other end going ’t's fucking pointless.’[…] I've got 

to have an eye to that stuff 'cause that's the stuff that brings the money in, even though it's 

utterly counter-factual, it's counter-intuitive that to believe that evidence has any impact on 

any decision that is made, you know, it doesn't - no politician, no person in the whole office 

is really going to make the decision based on evidence because people have to be politically 

jurisprudent.’ (Director 4) 

Director 4’s perspective that decisions are more likely to be informed by politics than by 

evidence is indicative of a web of governmentality through which decisions are made based 

upon complex networks of power. Through his narrative, evaluation processes can be 

conceptualised as another form of varnish which allows the performance of a spectacle of 

intervention, through the presentation of statistics which may be wholly unrepresentative 

of the level of intervention delivered. Here, we can understand a resistance against 

conventional forms of evaluation within prison theatre as a resistance against the spectacle 

of intervention, and the specific form of neoliberal power which prioritises performing 

productivity and evaluation over rigorous and effective forms of evaluation which capture 

intended and unintended outcomes of prison theatre.  
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Within Director 3’s narrative, we can see a method of resistance to this performance of 

productivity and focus on tangible outcomes in the form of the logging of qualitative data 

which captures what she describes as ‘the softer stuff’. She explains that much of the 

numerical data she captured felt meaningless and that, while she still does that, she also uses 

a variety of qualitative methods to gain a more ‘fruitful’ evaluation of her programmes. She 

is keen to make clear that this is not something she does to ‘pander’ to prisons, but to deliver 

more ‘authentic’ evaluations:  

‘We've got better evaluating and that's because of us not because of reacting to someone 

else, we've done it because it's the right thing. So, we used to evaluate and pander too, like 

percentages, things that would go, oh, you've gone from a 4 out of 10 to a 6 out of 10, um, 

which had just ridiculous scales because you would finish some projects where someone's 

gone from a 2 out of 10 in confidence or victim empathy to a 10 out of 10, when really in your 

head, you know, they've gone from a 4 to a 7, but obviously you're not going to argue with 

that because it's looks great. However, once we did a project, which is absolutely amazing 

and people's communication skills went down on this paper because obviously they became 

more aware of what certain things meant. So, like initially they'd put on these scores and then 

when they have more understanding of what, like there's no way they, it got worse because 

the project was outstanding. So that made me question, why am I pandering to these silly 

things? So, we've actually like overhaul their evaluation and now put additional value in the 

softer stuff around. We really, really log a lot of quotes. We log behaviour. We do 

questionnaires. We do have those points things, but alongside other, we do case studies. 

We've got a much less robotic way of evaluating, but much more… Um, just like a much more 

fruitful way of […] So where I used to think it would just be points actually, you know, we've 

invested a lot of time into staff understanding and things of understanding that actually these 

indicators also count just because they're not a number. They’re alongside numbers of 

completion rates and numbers of accreditation and numbers of this. They are really telling 

the story and, um, help us to do that. But as I said, I've not done this because of its what 

prisons have wanted more of, the previous way we did it, we were pandering to prisons. But 

we went through this, like a data training, impact management training, and it was really, 

really useful. And it made you look at how authentic our evaluation was. I've wrote a blog on 

it. That's how we shifted our evaluation. Yeah.’ (Director 3) 

In identifying this shift as implemented ‘because it's the right thing’, Director 3 demonstrates 

a commitment to care and justice that underpins many of the narratives in this study. Her 
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explanation that, prior to this shift ‘we were pandering to prisons’, shows a form of resistance 

that is active and conscious, illustrating Ugelvik’s definition of resistance as ‘more than 

refusing’ (2014, 8). Rather than simply refusing to engage, Director 3 takes action to 

implement processes which are more in line with her values, and the values of Company 3. 

The blog post that she references explains that Company 3’s evaluation processes changed 

to be responsive to the group they were working with and open to unexpected outcomes. 

The post notes that staff now only record outcomes, behaviours and quotes that they care 

about and that they no longer promise change that is beyond their scope. Company 3 now 

records aspects of prison theatre such as joy, fun, pleasure and beauty, or what Thompson 

describes as the ‘bits of practice’ that ‘are largely ignored, or certainly fit less comfortably 

into a regime of action and analysis that insists on particular effect and certain means of 

accounting for it’ (2009, 115). The capturing of these ‘bits’ can represent not only a resistance 

to McDonaldised evaluation processes through rejecting ‘tick box exercises’ and recording 

meaningful, responsive data which is not prescribed before they have met the group, but 

also a resistance to the responsibilisation of organisations to fulfil state functions, as Director 

3 focuses upon outcomes that she feels are within the scope of prison theatre. This feels 

particularly important to a director whose precarious relationships have resulted in her 

feeling ‘powerless’.  

Throughout this section we can see the ways in which engaging with a neoliberal system can 

act as a form of resistance by enabling practitioners to negotiate restrictive processes in a 

way that supports them to deliver work of which values aesthetics, care and human 

connection. The following section will illustrate how this radical compliance can allow 

practitioners to create spaces of connection and relational solidarity, and how this can be 

conceptualised as resistance. 

7.4 Connection as Resistance   

I found that, for former prisoners and directors, connections with others were key to positive 

experiences of prison theatre. In this section, I present the theme of Connection as 

Resistance, which emerged most prominently from the narratives of former prisoners and 

directors, to illustrate the ways in which practice which cultivates experiences of connection, 

relational solidarity and mutual regard can be viewed as resisting neoliberalism. In this way, 

I demonstrate that, when practitioners are able to critically examine their role in the 

institution, and consider affect, and ideas of joy, relational solidarity and mutual regard, 

prison theatre can be utilised as resistance against relational precarity and ideas of 
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productivity and individual responsibility within the neoliberal prison. As shown in section 

7.2.1, this can also resist a carceral volatility, by creating spaces in which difference, 

openness and trust are cultivated and celebrated, which can provide an escape from an 

environment of mistrust, in which prisoners are encouraged to ‘keep their head down’ and 

‘have their guard up’. As well as resisting the impacts of neoliberalism on the prison, a focus 

on connection can resist the impacts of neoliberalism on prison theatre, specifically the use 

of prison theatre as varnish and the creation of McDonaldised practice which privileges 

outcomes over building relationships and developing relational solidarity amongst 

participants.  

I suggest that the stories of practice which focused on connection and shared goals and 

experiences, rather than ‘rehabilitating’ participants, which were found through an analysis 

of the directors’ narratives, can act as a form of resistance to the use of theatre as varnish. 

Through Director 4’s narrative we can understand this sort practice as concerned with 

‘proxemics’. He explained that, for him, many of benefits of theatre practice came from a 

consideration of proxemics, that is, practice which allows for the sharing of a space with 

others, where the only agenda is creating art, and which facilitates ‘seeing the joy in the 

other’. Proxemics can be closely linked with ideas of mutual regard and relational solidarity 

prevalent within Thompson’s framework of an aesthetics of care. Developing caring 

relationships and ‘seeing the joy in the other’ can act as a form of resistance to neoliberal 

ideas of individualism and outcome-focused, McDonaldised work through privileging the 

participants’ humanity over quantifiable outcomes, and seeking aesthetic value within the 

process of forming inter-human relationships: 

‘What I'm actually really interested in […] is proxemics, so being in the same space, being 

near people, and the importance of that. Levinasian ethics, which is about looking into the 

eyes of other people and seeing everybody - helping create an environment, but what you're 

doing is seeing the joy in the other, yeah? The joy in other people […] But breathing the same 

air, and the proxemics, and the Levinasian ethical sort of premise of joy in the difference of 

everybody - it's quite a bit more complicated than that, obviously, but the face of the other - 

it's all about - and this is why workshop stuff is brilliant - it's about being in close proximity 

with people, safely. So, I now say, you know, [Company 4 staff member] and I say this quite 

a lot to practitioners, ‘you might not do any theatre this week. It doesn't matter. If you just 

sit and talk for an hour, that's absolutely fine. Shouldn't feel - if it feels right, do it.’ Right? 

And that's part of the - some of the skills we hope people will develop. But if it doesn't feel 

right, go with that B plan or that C plan or that D plan.’ (Director 4)  
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Through his focus on the affective sense of prison theatre, such as ‘breathing the same air’ 

and ‘being in close proximity with people’, we can understand Director 4’s practice as 

realising an aesthetics of care, as well as promoting ideals which resist neoliberal values of 

individualism, self-reliance and productivity, particularly through his granting his staff 

permission to ‘not do any theatre this week’, through which we can see Tronto’s ideas of 

attentiveness and responsiveness, as outlined in section 2.7 (Tronto 2009). I have termed 

this opportunity to ‘sit and talk’, and building of relationships during the period where no 

theatre practice is taking place as ‘in-between moments’. ‘In-between moments’ represent 

relational acts that, while lacking in artistic value, can offer aesthetic value by creating 

sensory experiences of intimate exchange and a sense of belonging. Within Director 4’s 

narrative, we can position ‘in-between moments’ as a form of resistance to McDonaldised, 

packaged projects. He explains that, when projects are focused solely upon effect, the 

development of relational solidarity can suffer. For him, projects which focus on the 

outcomes desired by the commissioner not only forgo time spent building human 

connection, but also reinforce a hierarchal power dynamic between the participants and the 

practitioner, who must exert power in order to achieve the targeted outcomes: 

‘It is really important to establish the human relationships and the human connection in the 

space, over and above the output focus, which is often dictated by those package models, 

right? If I'm doing one of those package models, and I've got to come in on a Monday 

morning, and on a Friday afternoon, because the commissioner wants this, I've got to have 

got these men to make a show about, I don't know, whatever it may be, you know, gang 

membership, knife crime, whatever, you know, and that places an inordinate amount of 

pressure on me as a practitioner, them as participants, and that immediately reinforces the 

power differential, so we forget about the human connection. It kind of becomes a by-

product.’ (Director 4) 

This valuing of the development of human connection in the theatre space demonstrates an 

aesthetics of care in terms of a consideration of collaborative working, relational solidarity 

and conjoined effort to create a space to explore, connect and create in a neoliberal 

environment which promotes both punitiveness and productivity (Crewe 2011). I suggest 

that acts as resistance against both carceral volatility and relational precarity, which both 

produce and are produced by one another (see section 4.2) and create cycles of individualism 

and mistrust within the neoliberal prison. ‘In-between moments’ offer the potential for 

meaningful connection, solidarity and community to take root and grow by creating ‘safe-
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enough’ spaces for the introduction of difference. In this way, they can resist the cyclical 

impacts of carceral volatility and relational precarity in the neoliberal prison. 

Director 4 also explains the importance of publicly celebrating experiences of care, 

connection and joy, which I suggest can be understood as an act of resistance against the 

panoptic gaze (Foucault 1991b):  

‘How I resist, as much as I can, becoming that varnish, or being legitimised to a point that we 

become uncomfortable and we do that by - we've increasingly done it, actually, by the way - 

have a look at some of the descriptions in a way - on our website, we're talking about things 

like we're about smiles, we're about laughter, we're about fun. I'm not afraid to be embracing 

those things any more. There was a period when I would have been, 'cause I'd be conscious 

that I'm going to get the right-wing press chasing me, 'cause you shouldn't be laughing and 

having fun in prison, you know, so part of that's age, part of that is experience, part of it is 

confidence to be able to stand that. I don't feel like I've got to go, ‘Oh yeah, this programme 

‘- I absolutely don't want to do something now where I'm going ‘I'm going to do a week on 

conflict de-escalation with you.’ I could think of nothing worse.’  (Director 4) 

Through his suggestion that Company 4 resists ‘becoming that varnish’ through publicly 

embracing ideas of fun and laughter rather than issue-based practice, we can see some of 

Director 4’s earlier ideas of caring through proxemics and finding the joy in human 

connection. In this excerpt, we can also see privileges afforded from working in a less 

precarious job role, in terms of feeling able to worry less about prison and ‘right-wing press’ 

perceptions of the work, particularly when he embraces the more affective elements of the 

work. Examples of this more active form of resistance emerged most notably from the 

narratives of Directors 1, 2 and 4, who have practiced since the 1980s and 90s. As well as 

having less precarious careers than younger practitioners, these directors are all men, which 

suggests a link to the ways that male and female theatre practitioners present and are 

perceived in a prison environment, particularly in relation to projects which may perceived 

as ‘soft’ due to their affective nature, and the ways in which they are able to embrace the 

more caring elements of this work, which are typically gendered (Tronto 2009, 2013, The 

Care Collective 2020).  This suggests that the ability to focus on proxemics and care is a 

privilege or luxury in a landscape of precarity and patriarchy, and something more accessible 

to those who both hold more stability within their career and a certain level of, gendered, 

social capital (white, male, middle aged) which affords them trust and respect (McDonald 

2011). While, in this thesis, I make an argument for the inclusion of care and connection into 
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prison theatre as a form of resistance against the more harmful aspects of neoliberalism, I 

also acknowledge that barriers to performing care are not only produced by neoliberalism, 

but also by a white centric, hetero-normative patriarchy, and that an intersectional approach 

must be taken to best understand the ways identities can shape experiences of delivering 

and receiving care in prison theatre. I will further explore in this section 8.3 Implications for 

policy and practice. 

However, when considering privilege, it is also important to acknowledge practitioners’ 

relative privileges in relation to those they are working with, and the subsequent 

responsibility to try to deliver caring and critical theatre practice which cultivates spaces for 

connection and relational solidarity. The theme of Connection as Resistance, found within 

the former prisoners’ narratives, demonstrated that the cultivation of relationships was key 

to positive experiences of prison theatre. They explained that being a in a shared space with 

a common goal and being able to get to know one another and to relax in one another’s 

company is ‘a powerful thing’. Excerpts from Ashley’s narrative illustrate the potential of 

prison theatre to cultivate a space of relational solidarity in which participants ‘opened up’ 

and ‘grew on each other’. Similar to Director 4, large sections of Luke’s narrative focus more 

upon relationships and the experience of sharing a space with people with a common goal 

than on the output of the project. In this way, he resists neoliberal ideas of output-focused 

theatre practice and concentrates on connection, humanity and a sense of belonging. The 

below extracts found within an analysis of both Luke and Ashley’s narratives clearly illustrate 

the importance of considering proxemics, ‘in-between moments’ and wider ideas of 

connection within theatre practice: 

‘We were working towards a deadline kind of thing, so it's like, […] right, we've got to work 

together to make it work […] it was quite powerful in that, you know, you'd be going to do 

your warm up activities, and, like, essentially have fun for the first few days, 'cause you're 

just, like, you know, like - it's all just stuff to get people more comfortable, we're getting to 

know each other, rather than actually work on something we were rehearsing at that point. 

It was just like breaking down barriers and having fun.’ (Luke) 

‘Everyone will talk to each other, like we just make silly jokes. Like … yeah… I liked it, I liked 

it. Like they opened up. They really opened up. […] We kinda grew on each other.  […] that’s 

the best way to say it innit? Like we grew on each other. That’s what made us open up to 

each other as well.’ (Ashley) 
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Through these extracts, Luke and Ashley not only provide examples of how prison theatre 

can resist neoliberal ideas of individualism and productivity through ‘essentially having fun’, 

‘working together’ and ‘opening up’. They also resist these ideas by telling stories of hope, 

joy and care, and using their interviews to demonstrate the humanity of the participants, 

and the benefits of cultivating relational solidarity within the theatre space, rather than 

performing narratives of retribution, rehabilitation or production within the retelling of their 

prison theatre experiences.  

William’s narrative also contains themes of resistance against performances of retribution. 

He reinforces ideas of the importance of cultivating a space for connection, found in Luke 

and Ashley’s narratives, by explaining that when working towards a shared goal such as 

putting on a piece of theatre, he was reminded of the ‘old system in prison’ in which 

‘everyone pulled together’. Through the below extract, we can understand theatre as having 

the potential to resist the neoliberal governmentality prevalent in the contemporary prison, 

which requires prisoners to take individual responsibility for their own governance (Crewe 

2007): 

‘Everyone pulled together man. It reminded me of that old system in prison where everyone 

was in the same boat. That reminded me of when you’re all of the same mindset and all 

achieve a lot, you’re all pushing and rowing the same, you know what I mean? In the same 

boat.’ (William) 

Crewe identified that the soft power which necessitated a self-governance in prisons both 

‘individualized you from each other’ and is ‘profoundly indifferent to you as an individual’ 

(ibid, 264). Within the above extracts, prison theatre can be conceptualised as resisting 

neoliberal ideas of individualism through connection, that is the promotion of a shared goal 

and the subsequent cultivation of interdependent relationships and resisting indifference 

through the creation of a space which facilitates sharing, openness and the exploration of 

shared worlds (see section 7.2). This interdependency can also act as a resistance to a 

carceral volatility which cultivates an environment of mistrust and self-reliance. In the next 

section I present themes of connection, professionalism and dependency in relation to 

relationships between practitioners and participants in prison theatre projects. 

7.4.1 Practitioner-Participant Relationships  

Through an analysis of the directors’ and formers prisoners’ narratives I found that, as well 

as risking reproducing prison hierarchies (see section 5.2.2) prison theatre practice also 

offered opportunities for the building of relationships between practitioners and participants 
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which subverted traditional hierarchal relationships between staff and prisoners. This can 

act as resistance against traditional flows of power within the prison, as outlined in section 

4.2.3. We can see examples of this in the below extract, when Darren outlines the impact of 

practitioners investing in his progress. The below extract from Ashley reinforces the idea that 

connection with, and expressions of care by, practitioners is key to cultivating connections 

and ‘safe enough’ spaces (see section 7.2) when he explains how he walked away from the 

project multiple times, but staff always brought him back. The extracts illustrate how the 

theme of Connection as Resistance emerged from Ashley’s narrative and the ways in which 

consistency and care can contribute to positive experiences of projects for participants: 

‘It was like they cared about you learning and cared about you achieving, obviously about 

what they want as well because it’s their show as well and they would want their show to be 

good but they would just always push you in the right direction and be happy for you.’ 

(Darren) 

‘Yeah… and they brought me back. Like I walked off yeah and they came back and I was just 

smiling like ‘ah cool, you came back for me’.’ (Ashley) 

The role of theatre facilitator and their relationship to project participants has been explored 

within performance literature, with particular relation to personhood and care. Stuart Fisher 

(2020, 11) identifies that the act of theatre facilitation is ‘emotion work’. As identified in 

section 7.2, in bringing a space for emotions into the prison, facilitators are cultivating a 

space of resistance against neoliberal ideas of individualism and performances of traditional 

prison masculinities that promote ideals of strength and stoicism. The above extracts 

illustrate the role this emotion work played in Ashley’s and Darren’s experiences of relational 

solidarity and mutual regard in the prison theatre space. In their exploration of emotion 

zones, Crewe et al (2013) identify the prison education space (where much prison theatre 

takes place) as an important emotion zone, and identify how prison education providers 

(who, like theatre facilitators, are employed by organisations external to the prison, wear 

their own clothes and are usually called by their first name) can cultivate a space for 

emotional disclosure and relation through minimising their punitive powers, showing 

interest in their students’ advancement, addressing them as individuals ‘rather than abstract 

units’, and ‘imparting a sense of care, and a concern for the future, that was often absent 

from the wings’ (2013, 68). Darren’s narrative shows how theatre facilitators can utilise the 

same skills and methods of care as teachers in order to cultivate an environment of 

connection, care and exploration. 
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A ‘within’ analysis of Luke’s narrative revealed that, for him, building relationships with 

practitioners helped him to connect to his pre-prison identity as he was of a similar age to 

the student facilitators, and had also done a university degree. The below extract suggests 

that that working with practitioners from ‘outside’, particularly those who feel relatable can 

serve as a reminder of people’s humanity in an environment where, as Tyler notes, feelings 

of humanity can often be diminished. The idea of connection through shared identity can 

contribute to creating a space of mutual regard and relational solidarity and act as a form of 

resistance against a neoliberal prison landscape of individualism: 

‘I was mindful of, like, how difficult that would be for them, like, doing a drama group with a 

bunch of prisoners. And some of the guys were hard work […] I was, like, probably the closest 

- well, there was probably three of us a bit younger than the other prisoners, but we were 

probably - yeah, there was quite a few of us, but I, 'cause I've been to university, I kind of felt 

like I had more in common with the people who were coming in, which was interesting.’ (Luke) 

While typical prisoner demographics are often very different to practitioner demographics, 

particularly to the practitioners included within this study, connecting with individuals 

through similar backgrounds, values, experiences or interests can be a key element to 

building relationships, and subverting traditional prison hierarchies. In my own practice, my 

class, my regional identity, preferred football team and investment in the television show 

‘Love Island’ have all acted as points of connection which have allowed to me to create ‘in-

between moments’ and to develop a reciprocal humanising process through which mutual 

regard and relational solidarity is built. Building connections with those both similar and 

different (Putnam 2000) to ourselves within the prison theatre space can act as a resistance 

to neoliberal ideals of individualism and productivity, as well as a limited ideal of ‘the 

professional’. 

The theme of Connection as Resistance between practitioners and participants also emerged 

from the directors’ narratives. Through the below extract from Director 1’s narrative, we can 

understand ‘in-between moments’ (see previous section) as key to building relationships 

within projects, particularly as theatre facilitators were often ‘from a different world’. The 

extract from Director 3 shows that, for her, ‘in-between moments’ allowed for the cultivation 

of ‘stilted friendship’, although she also noted the importance of professional boundaries in 

these moments. Within the directors’ narratives, we can see a privileging of moments of care 

and connection that take place beyond the confines of a workshop schedule, but seem to be 
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integral to the success of a project in terms of building relationships, trust and a sense of 

solidarity: 

‘Having a conversation in the coffee break as opposed to the session. It’s as much about the 

relationship that you have – that you develop with that guy – in that period of time […] where 

he was able to share stuff with us despite the fact that we were not from his world, as it were. 

And I think that that in itself is really quite important.’ (Director 1) 

‘That's some of the things around friendships and trust and definitely […] that's where often 

the most interesting little magic moments happen […] I know it's a stilted friendship because 

it's still a prison friendship, but that comradeship and trust between participants you work 

with, if they can find that, that can be real, really useful l to them. I mean, for facilitators that 

can sometimes be the complicated bit within the breaks because you aren't, their friend, 

you're always professional with them […] you have to play it right. I still hear you. I completely 

respect you, but we're in a different situation, but again, as long as you're open around that, 

then I think that's totally accepted.’ (Director 3) 

These extracts enable an understanding of ‘in-between moments’ as key to forming 

connections with participants and resisting neoliberal cultural tropes of individual 

responsibility, as well as to disrupting traditional prisoner/staff hierarchies. Director 3’s 

comment around maintaining her idea of professionalism within these ‘in-between 

moments’ can be contextualised within her own experience of relational precarity 

documented throughout this thesis, as well as the responsibility and liability engendered 

from setting up and running one’s own company. Director 3’s nod towards professionalism 

can also be situated within ideas of gender as, in a traditionally masculine work environment 

such as the prison, women can be held to higher or different standards of professionalism 

or, as Jane, from the freelance participant group, explains in her narrative, ‘feel like they have 

a lot to prove’. Here we can see the ways in which neoliberalism and patriarchy intersect to 

present barriers to forming meaningful and reliable relationships between participants and 

practitioners in the prison theatre space. 

Within this section have I demonstrated the key role that a consideration of connection can 

play in developing prison theatre practice which resists neoliberal ideals of individualism and 

in privileging the needs of the participants over practitioners, or quantifiable, ‘tickbox’ 

outcomes which overstate the potential of theatre to create structural changes within 

prisons. The cultivation of careful, open and reliable relationships can act as a form of 

resistance against a carceral volatility which is, in part, characterised by unpredictable and 
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unstable relationships. Below, I demonstrate the role of aesthetics in supporting the 

development of these connections and delivering caring theatre practice.   

7.5 Aesthetics as Resistance   

Through my analysis of the directors’ and former prisoners’ narratives, I found that a focus 

on the aesthetic value of theatre practice (see section 2.4) can resist some of the more 

harmful impacts of neoliberalism upon prison theatre, as documented in earlier chapters of 

this thesis. For the research participants, aesthetic value could be found in a professional 

workspace which focused on the production of high-quality theatre practice, in access to a 

variety of complementary and contrasting arts mediums and in attending to the relations 

between performers and audiences. In this section, I present the theme of Aesthetics as 

Resistance to demonstrate that attention to the production of high-quality theatre which 

was of aesthetic value, provided participants with a sense of professionalism and pride in the 

work they produced, and acted as an antidote to outcome-focused, McDonaldised theatre 

practice. In his consideration of aesthetics within ‘applied theatre’ White (2015) explains that 

the aesthetic ‘calls us to relate to each other, invites us to participate, and it has radical 

potential’ (ibid, 10). In this way, I understand a focus upon affect, and particularly on 

aesthetic value, which is often ‘relegated to the second division, a footnote to the value or 

purpose of the project’ in favour of proving efficacy (Balfour 2009, 356), as a resistance both 

against a neoliberal landscape which prioritises utility (Winston 2006) over aesthetic value, 

and against ideas of individualism, responsibilisation and self-governance. While Thompson’s 

aesthetics of care ‘seeks to focus upon how the sensory and affective are realised in human 

relations fostered in art projects’ (2015, 436), in this section, I draw upon more traditional 

understandings of aesthetics in arts projects, to demonstrate how, through attention to 

beauty and the creation of ‘high-quality’ art, an aesthetics of care can be realised in prison 

theatre. 

Company 6’s work focuses predominantly on aesthetics in that it privileges the creation of 

what Director 6 sees as ‘high-quality’ theatre practice over more utilitarian outcomes. 

Company 6’s practice involves the production of professional quality scripted plays in prisons 

and, within her narrative, Director 6 repeatedly explains that ‘The art is at the heart of 

everything’ and that their work is the ‘fusion of the art and criminal justice and they’re both, 

they’re not mutually exclusive’. She conceptualises the sort of work her company delivers as 

important in challenging stereotypes around what prisoners are able to achieve. David, 

despite having been involved in a number of theatre projects during his 25 years in prison, 

chose to focus his narrative on his experience of a Company 6 project. Within the below 
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extract, we can see Director 6’s ideas about the role that a focus on aesthetic value can play 

in the delivery of careful prison theatre practice. He explains that he was involved in a 

Company 6 project which took place in a prison chapel and had a set which included a large 

basketball court encased in a metal cage as well as live musicians and an opera singer, which 

he describes as ‘off the scale’: 

‘It started to build and expand the project, it just got bigger and bigger and before we knew 

it, we were all getting fitted for suits, they took over the whole, [Director 6] managed to talk 

to the powers that be to give us the chapel in [Prison 33] for a month, now that’s hard work 

[…] We’re going through the read throughs, then we learn these professional actresses 

coming in from outside because they’re going to be playing so then the chapel has been 

completely changed, there’s a basketball court being built in the middle of the chapel, they’ve 

got a big metal fence which is about twelve foot high right in the middle of the chapel so all 

the chairs have got to be moved and you’ve got a basketball thing being built there, it’s like 

a big cage, the only thing that was in there was the basketball cage, it was massive and in 

there, that was the housing estate and that changed into the café and where people hung 

out on the corners and it all went on in this space and all the audience is round in a big circle 

so all the chairs were organised around it. All as well as doing this big project, putting these 

big wire fences up was oh my god, what’s happening here, I didn’t think it was going to be so 

big […] then all of a sudden we had a mini orchestra; we had drum, we had sax, we had keys, 

we had guitars, we had cymbals, we had an opera singer, I was surprised we got this twelve 

man and woman orchestra, it was just off the scale.’ (David) 

David has been involved in both Company 5 and Company 6 programmes. In the below 

extract, he offers a juxtaposition of his prison experiences by describing the Company 6 

project as ‘mind blowing’ and comparing it to these ‘little productions where I’ve got six guys 

doing a little piece of am dram in a little classroom somewhere’. Through this, we can see 

how David conceptualises Company 6’s work as resisting McDonaldised, issue-based theatre 

projects. His use of the phrase ‘am dram’ suggests a dismissal of Company 5’s formulaic 

work, which considers outcomes such as rehabilitation over artistic or sensory pleasure and 

forgoes participants’ creative input for prewritten, issue-based plays performed to small 

audiences of staff and other prisoners, without the use of props or costume. That he chose 

to ‘tell the story’ of a Company 6 project is indicative of the ways in which high-quality, 

professional productions can have a lasting impact on participants. Through the below 

extract from David’s narrative, we can understand Company 6’s work as resisting the idea of 

theatre as varnish through placing a focus on the participants’ potential for creating 
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professional-quality theatre, with high aesthetic value rather than performing a spectacle of 

‘solving’ a problem within the prison through a week long, issue-based theatre course. 

‘I really think, me personally, that the production and [Director 6], the way she went in and 

took over the prison and blew their minds with the production she put on, if I’m going to do 

something big, if I’m going to come in and do something, I’m going to do it big and blow these 

away, I’m fed up of doing these little productions were I’ve got six guys doing a little piece of 

am dram in a little classroom somewhere, I’m going to take over your chapel, I’m going to 

bring builders in, I’m going to bring orchestras in, I’m going to bring TV producers in who’ve 

had things related to this piece of work on TV recently and I’m really going to put a show on 

for you that you’re really going to remember for the rest of your lives and that’s how it was.’ 

(David) 

The privileging of aesthetic value over more utilitarian outcomes, and the aesthetic 

transformation of a utilitarian space as described by David, can act as a performance of care, 

through a demonstration of mutual regard which focuses on people’s talents, cultivates a 

space for collaborative creation and conjoined effort (Thompson 2015), and considers an 

‘affective connection’ (ibid, 439) between performers and audiences. Darren’s stories related 

to work of professional aesthetic quality are also revealing of acts of care, particularly 

practitioners having high expectations of individuals’ potential value and skill, and directly 

resisting the stories which produced the public acceptability test, by treating prisoners as 

‘deserving’ of ‘luxuries’ like high-quality art. He explains that he participated in a Company 6 

project in which the practitioners treated them like professionals, rather than prisoners. The 

extract from Darren’s narrative presented below suggests that Company 6 both 

demonstrates regard for individuals, by treating them as professionals with the potential to 

achieve, and cultivates a space which offers them the opportunity to demonstrate regard for 

their fellow participants, through providing the space for moments of conjoined creation and 

intimate exchange (Thompson 2015): 

‘When I first met them, it was like, good, they didn’t treat us like prisoners they treated us 

like artists probably and helped us learn stuff and helped us feel like we can do this so yeah, 

[Company 6] is the best company, I’ve worked for a few companies before but no one like 

[Company 6], I love [Company 6]. […] Like you were in a rehearsal room in the West End.  I 

have been to other rehearsal rooms and spaces and it was exactly how they treat them is 

how we got treated we didn’t get ‘oh you was prisoners you better learn something or do 
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something’, no it was like they cared about you learning and cared about you achieving.’ 

(Darren) 

Through this extract, we can understand a focus upon aesthetic value and an upholding of 

professional standards as a form of resistance against the use of theatre as varnish. Darren’s 

comment that ‘we didn’t get ‘oh you was prisoners you better learn something or do 

something’’ demonstrates a resistance against the stories of productivity and individual 

responsibility in prisons (Crewe 2009), which produced the public acceptability test. Instead, 

he offers a story in which the creation of art is ‘good enough’ (see section 7.3.1) without 

requiring performances of retribution or rehabilitation, or the tackling of structural issues 

within the prison. The above extract enables a consideration of professional treatment by 

practitioners as providing an escape (see section 7.2) from prison life, through the cultivation 

of a professional space which feels like ‘a rehearsal room in the West End’.  As well framing 

aesthetics-focused work as a method of escaping the prison, we can also see Darren escaping 

class-based assumptions and oppressions, by situating himself within the notoriously upper-

class environment of the West End. In conceptualising himself as deserving of being in that 

space, Darren not only subverts stories around what ‘luxuries’ prisoners deserve, but what 

spaces working class people deserve access to. In the following sections, I show that the use 

of multiple arts disciplines in practice and a consideration of audiences can add aesthetic 

value to projects, which can act as forms of resistance against the potential harms of the 

neoliberal prison. 

7.5.1 Multi-Disciplinary Practice 

From an analysis the narratives of the former prisoners and directors, the subtheme of Multi-

Disciplinary Practice emerged. I found that providing opportunities for participants to engage 

with multiple arts practices, such as music, dance and visual arts, could cultivate 

performances of care, through a regard for participants which allows for an exploration and 

acknowledgement of their talents, rather than a focus on the ‘problems’ they may have. This 

can act as a resistance against McDonaldised, utilitarian theatre practice, and the 

performance of retribution or rehabilitation within prison theatre. Director 4 identifies multi-

disciplinary arts practice as key to his practice.  He explains that he uses a variety of artistic 

disciplines in his methods in order to promote ‘mastery’ by highlighting participants’ skills 

rather than what is ‘wrong’ with them. He explains this in juxtaposition to ‘a deficit model’ 

which identifies, and attempts to fix, what is ‘wrong’ with participants (for example, they are 

engaged in drug use and gang violence). For Director 4, the opportunity to master a skill in a 

space where that is the only agenda is ‘beautiful’: 
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‘It's the idea of mastery […] statistically we know that the men that we're working with are 

likely to have not had a particularly good engagement with education, they're likely to have 

not finished education, they're likely to not have qualifications, all that sort of stuff, you know 

- you know the facts and figures. So, giving them an opportunity to master a skill, no matter 

how slight, and do that whilst having a bloody good laugh, and enjoying themselves and 

having - and this is concomitant with laughter - having really - having and making really 

decent human connections, breathing the same air, being in the same space as other people 

where there's no agenda other than how you strum or how you write a certain word or you 

draw a certain thing or you stand on a stage. That's the only agenda that's there and present 

at that point in time. That's beautiful. That's where the humanising takes place, you know.’ 

(Director 4) 

In describing these ‘really decent, human connections’ as both ‘beautiful’ and ‘humanising’ 

Director 4 demonstrates how an aesthetic of care can be realised through multi-disciplinary 

arts practice. Thompson suggests that, rather than a traditional end of project show, 

collaborative creative work, ‘where the show is not always the thing’ (2015, 438) is a ‘good 

starting point’ for practice which embodies an aesthetics of care. He argues that ‘there is a 

boldness and important aesthetic quality in work that ‘seeks no external recognition’ because 

it implies that aesthetic value is found in co-created moments and not only in public display’ 

(ibid). Within the above extract Director 4 both identifies and celebrates this value found 

within the ‘co-created moments’ of mastering a skill while building connection and ‘having a 

bloody good laugh’. We can understand this as an example of practice which resists 

becoming varnish through the formation deep connections and a prioritising of skills 

development over creating outputs or tackling an issue. His description of ‘being in the same 

space as other people where there's no agenda’ suggests a decrease in being ‘on your guard’, 

and trying to pre-empt others’ motivations and actions. In this way, I suggest that Director 

4’s practice can also resist a relational precarity, which feeds into a carceral volatility by 

engendering feelings of mistrust in the prison.  

Both Directors 2 and 3 chose to focus their narratives on projects which included an element 

of dance. They explain that being able to use one’s body in the theatre space can combat 

body image issues and offer participants the chance to connect through touch, and through 

using lifts, which require a significant element of trust. Here, the use of the body as both a 

producer and recipient of aesthetic value can be conceptualised as resistance against the 

ways in which the physical body can be controlled by the neoliberal prison (see section 4.2.3): 
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‘I think actually for some of them, the guys that are really kinaesthetic learners that actually 

dance is probably one of the best because it’s about using your body and then there’s all sorts 

of other issues that these guys have to deal with their body, and body image and all of that 

stuff. So, I would say that has rapidly become one of the best projects that I’ve ever done.’ 

(Director 2) 

‘It was people who'd never really done dance or drama at all, ended up doing the most 

amazing theatre and dance performance, exploring really, uh, personal deep issues […] we 

did say to people at the beginning, there'll be more touch than usual for, in the, usually in our 

projects. But you know, there would be lifts of like men that you would never imagine.’ 

(Director 3) 

Not only are bodies in prison controlled through physical separation from the ‘outside world’, 

but also through access to food and exercise, and physical separation from families on visits. 

Using the body to connect and create is not only a form of radical resistance against a 

neoliberal governmentality, but also against a carceral volatility, through which touch is likely 

a scary prospect within the wider prison space, and against relational precarity, as the 

discipline offers opportunity for the cultivation of trust and connection. 

Through excerpts from both David’s (see section 7.4) and Ashley’s narratives, we can see the 

positive impacts that multi-disciplinary arts can have upon the prison theatre space (see 

section 7.2). They reference the experience of having music in the space, and the options for 

participants to get involved with music creation. The below excerpt from Ashley’s narrative 

illustrates the potential of arts to transform a space. The extract demonstrates the impact of 

being in space with live music, and how access to high-quality arts practice can transform the 

experience of the prison theatre space: 

‘We went through the music. And we kinda changed it up a bit. Changed like the styles we 

done and […] we made it instrumentals […] for the music, for the tunes and yeah, we had a 

band. It was crazy. Like we was just there. To be in a room with music.’ (Ashley) 

This extract suggests that the use of multi-disciplinary arts can disrupt the prison 

environment through the introduction of a variety of arts practices that are potentially 

difficult to access within prison, and that have no utility beyond their aesthetic and creative 

value. In this way, the introduction of multiple arts disciplines within prison theatre can act 

both as a resistance against McDonaldised, utilitarian theatre practice, cultivated by 
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neoliberal policies and discourse, and as a celebration of the potential for creating moments 

of beauty, joy and aesthetic value within the prison. 

7.5.2 Audiences  

As identified in section 6.4, Performing Reform, end of project performances was a key 

theme across all participant groups. While Thompson suggests that, in projects which 

consider care, the show need not always be ‘the thing’ (2015, 438), end of show 

performances is a regular, and often expected, element of prison theatre. Despite the 

potential for performances of reform (see section 6.4), shows within prison theatre can also 

enact an aesthetics of care through relational opportunities, the invitation for dialogue and 

the opportunity for reciprocity. Therefore, I present the subtheme of Audiences, which 

emerged from the narratives of directors, to illustrate how a consideration of aesthetic value, 

and audiences, within end of project shows can act as a resistance against ideas of 

performing reform.  

The below extract demonstrates that, for Director 6, delivering shows can be conceptualised 

as an opportunity to enact care, particularly through choices of and interactions with 

audiences. Within the extract, we can see an example of Thompson’s ‘affective connection’ 

between performer and audiences, as she explains that it is important for her to avoid falling 

into a voyeuristic trope of ‘one class viewing another’ and that Company 6’s work attempts 

to open up a dialogue between the audience and performers that is based on the art they 

have created:  

‘I feel really strongly that the audience shouldn’t be one class viewing another. Because I’ve 

been to shows in prisons where it feels like it’s the posh, or the rich, white people looking at 

poor black prisoners [...] I don’t like that. We try and have really diverse audiences. It’s just 

worked out that way. We have very diverse audiences. We have prisoners’ families, we have 

students, people interested in criminal justice, we have theatre industry, we have artists, we 

have, just an evolving general public [...] In a prison it would be our mailing list that’s invited, 

prisoners’ families, staff, prisoners, and the governor’s mailing list. Yeah, so it will be an 

invited audience in a prison because you can’t just advertise it to the public […] we try and 

have a lot of pre-show and post-show discussions so there’s a dialogue between the 

performers and the audience as well. […]. It’ll be like, we’ll open it up to the audience but 

there’ll be some discussion and then open it up. […]  It will always come from the art. The art 

is at the heart of everything. We try and keep that at the centre with whatever we do 

actually.’ (Director 6) 
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In outlining her distaste for shows in which it ‘feels like it’s the posh, or the rich, white people 

looking at poor black prisoners’ Director 6 draws attention to structural inequalities in prison, 

demonstrating a resistance to the neoliberal rhetoric of individualism, which ignores social 

context through the promotion of stories that everybody should be able to care for, and 

better, themselves. In keeping the ‘art at the heart’, I suggest that she is resisting the use of 

theatre as a varnish which delivers the spectacle by requiring participants to perform reform, 

alongside revealing how care can be implemented within a show-focused project. We can 

also understand her desire for ‘a dialogue between the performers and the audience’ as 

resisting relational precarity and challenging the use of theatre ‘as a total justification of the 

conditions and goals of the existing system’ (Debord 2014, 8). Rather than reproducing 

dominant discourses, Company 6’s work promotes ‘discussion’ amongst a ‘diverse audience’, 

presenting the opportunity for dominant discourses around prisons to be disputed. Director 

6’s focus on developing mutual regard between audience and show reflects Thompson’s 

assertion that ‘aesthetic value is located in-between people in moments of collaborative 

creation, conjoined effort and intimate exchange: these are new virtuosities of care that do 

not rely on the singular display of self-honed skill’ (Thompson 2015, 438).  

We can also see the importance of considering aesthetics in end of project shows, and the 

ways in which this can impact upon audiences in extracts from Director 2’s narrative. He 

explains that the ‘product’ is key to his work, having worked on process-orientated projects 

where ‘the plays were a bit shit’. Within the below extract Director 2 can arguably be 

conceptualised as demonstrating regard for his participants by not ‘exposing them to 

ridicule’. He gives an example of a recent product-orientated project which involved dance, 

and which ‘busted myths’ by presenting a high-quality show at the end of the project, 

demonstrating how considering aesthetic value can enact care for both participants and 

audience: 

‘And so, the goal with that work was really on the product. […] the stuff that I’d done with 

[Company 1] prior to that, we had done residencies and frankly the things that came out in 

the end were, from an artistic perspective, were pretty dreadful really because we’d all been 

about it’s about the process. The process is what’s important, that’s the most important thing 

and you know, it doesn’t matter if the play’s a bit shit. […] no, that’s not good enough. If we’re 

going to do a play, then the play has got to be really good. And that is now, and I don’t always 

succeed but that is really my, if I’m going in and I’m going in to make something and I’m 

inviting other people to come and look at that thing, then that thing has got to be the best 

that it possibly can be. And that’s really important because in the end nobody wants to be in 
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a shit play. […] from an artist’s perspective, you care about what it is that you’re making but 

also that you care that you’re not, you’re not exposing your participants to ridicule. And 

obviously prisoners are always, I mean, and they do get ridiculed and part of the process is 

for them to learn to be able to cope with and deal with people taking the piss. I mean we just 

did this dance piece in [Prison 50] at the beginning of the year and we knew, I knew that it 

was going to be a challenge because it’s doing dance, […] So when they finally get to see what 

it is that they’ve made, which is broadly speaking contemporary dance and parkour, you 

know, people were just like jaws on the floor. They couldn’t take the piss because they’d never 

seen anything that looks like this. So, it was extraordinary […] So I think the thing about care 

is absolutely fundamental in a way that and also that you care about your audience [...] So 

that’s, in the end that is, I think, aesthetic issues are important, they are really important in 

terms of when people talk about oh, I want to the purpose of your project, sometimes you 

see it, oh it’s about busting myths or changing people’s opinions. The way you’ve really got 

to do that is you’ve got to do something that is really good so that people forget that they’re 

watching people who are in prison because the label of prisoner is so big. […] So, when my 

big learning was about how if you’re going to make work, then it’s got to be good.’ (Director 

2) 

In challenging the idea that ‘it doesn’t matter if the play’s a bit shit’ Director 2 demonstrates 

that, for him, on projects where the show is ‘the thing’ (Thompson 2015, 438) both product 

and process are important and a show of high aesthetic value can represent a relational 

process in which practitioners and participants demonstrate mutual regard for their 

audiences through the delivery of a high-quality production. I found that Director 2’s 

narrative was underpinned by ideas of care for participants, practitioners and audiences. 

Within this extract he explicitly references care, saying ‘you care that you’re not, you’re not 

exposing your participants to ridicule’. In this way, we can see that he assumes a 

responsibility for care that has been compromised by neoliberal ideas of individualism, 

responsibilisation and a subsequent relational precarity (see section 5.4.3).  

Within Director 2’s narrative we can also see how arts of high aesthetic quality has the 

potential to challenge socially sedimented narratives of prisoners. He explains that ‘people 

forget that they’re watching people who are in prison’ and that the work is ‘busting myths or 

changing people’s opinions’. This suggests that he understands the audience as the same 

group of people imagined when considering the public acceptability test, although his job is 

not to appease them, in order to pass the test, but to challenge them, in order to change the 

parameters of the test. In this way, I suggest that the work he produces can be 
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conceptualised as an active form of resistance against a neoliberal landscape which 

promotes narratives that situate prisoners as ‘other’, as ‘underserving’ and as incapable of 

creating art of aesthetic value. 

7.6 Summary  

In a neoliberal landscape of carceral volatility, relational precarity and the use of theatre as 

a varnish to ‘paint over that which is shitty’, there is always space for resistance. Within this 

chapter, I have presented three key themes of resistance: Compliance, Connection and 

Aesthetics. Each of these themes enable the cultivation of spaces in which participants feel 

‘safe enough’ to explore, trust, connect and create. These spaces can be understood as an 

escape from the carcerally volatile prison space which allow participants to ‘relax’, ‘let their 

guard down’ and imagine other ways of living. The implementation of each of these themes 

into prison theatre can both resist the impacts of neoliberalism on the prison (specifically 

carceral volatility and relational precarity) and the impacts of neoliberalism on prison theatre 

(the use of theatre as varnish, the McDonaldisation of theatre and the necessitating of 

prisoners to perform reform). 

In identifying these methods of resistance, I have illustrated that, even in a project 

significantly shaped by neoliberal subjectivities and experiences of carceral volatility, stories 

of escape, connection and beauty can be found. This can offer a sense of hope through 

demonstrating, if fleetingly, other ways of living. For Freire, hope is an ‘existential, concrete 

imperative’ as, without it ‘hopelessness paralyzes us, immobilises us. We succumb to 

fatalism, and then it becomes impossible to muster the strength we absolutely need for a 

fierce struggle that will recreate the world’ (1992, 2). This is particularly salient to a context 

of carceral volatility, in which choice, control and the ability to enact significant change is 

severely limited for both prisoners and practitioners. Despite this, ideas of hope could be 

found across the narratives collected, both in terms of how prison theatre can offer hope, as 

is detailed in this chapter, and hope for changes on a structural scale. In his narrative, 

Director 1 offered ideas of hope in terms of the ways in which prison theatre was 

conceptualised politically: 

‘The interesting thing is the agenda of arts in criminal justice is on an upward trajectory […] 

since then [2016] there’s probably been three ministerial roundtables that I have been a part 

of where you’ve got the Minister for Culture, Media and Sport and the Minister for Justice 

always a different one because they just never… All sitting around a table going ‘we value 

this work. This is important work and we are committed to it. We are committed to 
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developing a strategy on the way in which the arts can impact on reoffending.’ They’ve just-

I don’t know if you realise-but they’ve just about a year ago commissioned a strategic review 

of sports in prison. […] and they’re just about to do a review of arts in prison. Really positive. 

So, there’s really, really positive noises.’ (Director 1) 

In presenting this narrative of hope, Director 1 reflects an excerpt from Segal’s Radical 

Happiness, in which she states: 

‘A wilful optimism is needed, despite and because of our inevitable blind spots and 

inadequacies, both personal and collective. For many of us it means trying to live differently 

in the here and now, knowing that the future will never be a complete break with the present 

or the past, but hopefully something that may develop out of our supportive engagement 

with others. To think otherwise inhibits resistance and confirms the dominant conceit that 

there is no alternative to the present.’ (Segal 2018, 214) 

In this way, we can view theatre practice, and the opportunities it offers for escape, 

exploration and imagining, as significant structural resistance to a neoliberal landscape which 

tells us ‘there is no alternative’ (Thatcher 1980). In her book, Segal quotes Eduardo Galeano, 

saying: 

‘Utopia is on the horizon. I move two steps closer; it moves two steps further away. I walk 

another ten steps and the horizon runs ten steps further away. As much as I may walk, I’ll 

never reach it. So, what’s the point of utopia? The point is this: to keep moving forward.’ 

(Galeano, quoted in Segal 2018, 215) 

In previous chapters, I note that theatre practice is limited in its ability to create structural 

change and consider that offering the potential of exploring structural change can be 

conceptualised as a cruel optimism (see sections 5.3.2 and 6.2). However, perhaps the 

reimagining of worlds is not always cruel. Perhaps instead, an imagining of a kinder world 

and a kinder prison can be experienced as a necessary method of resistance against the 

harms of neoliberalism documented in this study, and, importantly in a system which is 

designed to keep people stationary, offer a way to keep moving forward. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter summarises the main findings from this study and links them with my research 

questions. In the preceding four chapters, I identified that neoliberalism affected prison 

theatre through the cultivation of carceral volatility, increased relational and financial 

precarity, and the use of theatre as varnish, and I shed light upon opportunities for resistance 

within this context. In this chapter, I draw these findings together to identify unifying themes 

across the previous four chapters, discuss these themes, or ‘key findings’ in relation to 

published literature and highlight the implications of these findings upon policy and practice. 

While many of the findings from this study supported findings from earlier studies, I suggest 

that the three key findings presented in this chapter build upon these to add to penological 

and performance literature by providing an affective sense of prison and prison theatre and 

offering a conceptualisation of care and responsibility within prison theatre, as well as 

revealing a ‘chain of power’ that can be applied to a wider context.  

This chapter is organised into four sections: 

8.2 Key Findings 

This section summarises the main findings from this study and identifies three key findings 

which I argue are central to all the themes presented in this thesis. 

8.3 Implications for Policy and Practice 

This section discusses potential recommendations for policy and practice based upon the 

findings in this study. 

8.4 Acknowledging Limitations and Mapping Further Study 

This section discusses the limitations of this study and offers suggestions for future research. 

8.5 Concluding thoughts 

This section summarises the conclusions drawn from the findings and offers final thoughts 

regarding this study. 

8.2 Key Findings 

In undertaking this study, I set out to discover: 
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• How might we understand the influence of neoliberalism upon experiences of 

developing, delivering and participating in theatre practice in prisons?  

• In what ways have neoliberal discourses and policies informed prisoners’ and 

practitioners’ understandings, practices and performances of care?  

• How can this knowledge help to inform policy and shape critical theatre practice in 

prisons?  

In answering the first research question, I argue that both practical and discursive aspects of 

neoliberalism, including the retraction and recomposition of welfare, and a cultural trope of 

individual responsibility (Wacquant 2009), have had significant impacts on the delivery and 

experience of prison theatre practice. These include an institutional preference towards the 

delivery of short-term, irregular projects. These sorts of projects exacerbate the harms of the 

carcerally volatile prison for participants through abrupt endings and a lack of consistent 

support and access to the arts, and limit opportunities for long-term paid work, thus 

intensifying experiences of precarious employment for practitioners, and relational precarity 

for all those within the system. I suggest that this can produce a landscape in which the 

delivery of McDonaldised theatre practice, and practice which performs the spectacle of 

varnish becomes increasingly desirable as a ‘cheap alternative’ (Hughes 2014) to more 

complex and nuanced interventions which address structural issues. I suggest that this can 

particularly affect participants as, as the former prisoners in this study identified, one of the 

most beneficial parts of participating in the discipline was access to a variety of arts practice, 

aesthetics focused arts and opportunities to connect, work together and ‘escape’. I argue 

that these affective concerns were often missing from, or considered inconsequential during, 

McDonaldised, effective practice.  

In addressing the second research question, I propose that the impact of neoliberalism on 

prison theatre has shaped performances and experiences of care in multiple ways. 

Precarious funding for prison theatre projects and the use of freelance practitioners meant 

that the ability to form sustained caring relationships was compromised, and the emotional 

impacts of precarity on many practitioners, particularly freelancers, limited their capacities 

to provide care within prison theatre. This can particularly be seen in relation to their ability 

to advocate for themselves and the project participants, and to find time and space for the 

development of relational solidarity and mutual regard. Precarious funding streams and 

rhetorics of productivity can cultivate the spectacle of intervention by necessitating 

practitioners and participants to perform the solutions to complex and structural issued in 

order to secure further work for organisations. This can also be understood as compromising 
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the delivery of care in prison theatre, as it privileges the needs of organisations and 

instructions over the needs of participants and allows institutions to ‘tick a box’ without 

needing to provide nuanced or structural intervention. Rhetorics of individualism and 

productivity, a focus on tangible, quantifiable outcomes and the use of theatre as varnish 

significantly limited practitioners’ abilities to consider and implement into prison theatre, 

especially in a context of care as stereotypically feminine, and therefore an act of ‘frailty’ or 

‘weakness’ (The Care Collective 2020). Worries about accessing prisons or future contracts 

meant that performances of care for staff, particularly freelance staff, could also be 

comprised. However, I suggest that, while neoliberalism has shaped and, at times, limited 

the delivery of care in prisons and prison theatre, as detailed above, it has not curtailed it 

completely. This can be seen in examples of care delivered in the prison theatre space, as 

well as in more illicit forms of care delivered on the wings, or the yard, away from the 

panoptic eye.  

In answering the third research question, I suggest that examples of careful practice 

documented in this thesis, such as a consideration of audiences, in-between moments and 

joy can inform prison theatre practice, while a valuing of affect, and long term, sustainable 

relationships can shape policy. In section 8.4, I offer a more detailed consideration of this, 

with particular attention to how both neoliberal ideology and policy can shape or restrict 

opportunities for impact. 

Below, I present three ‘key findings’ from this study, that are unifying themes which can be 

found across all the findings chapters in this thesis and felt key to answering my research 

questions and contributing to key literatures. These ‘key findings’ are; Carceral Volatility, 

through which we can see how neoliberalism shaped the experience of participating in prison 

theatre, through an increased understanding of the environment in which the discipline is 

taking place; Relational Solidarity which brings together the experiences and understandings 

of care documented in this thesis to reveal how both the presence and absence of relational 

solidarity informed the delivery and participation in prison theatre; and Power which 

highlights the ways in which a neoliberal governmental power underpins all findings from 

this study, as well as shaping the experience of undertaking this study. In the below sections, 

I present and discuss each one of the key findings, identifying how they contribute to the 

literature presented in Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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8.2.1 Volatility 

A key finding that appeared across this thesis was the sense of carceral volatility, borne from 

the unpredictability of prison life combined with a pressure produced by neoliberal ideas of 

individual responsibility juxtaposed with a stripping of agency for prisoners. This finding 

builds upon the literature explored in section 2.5.1 of this thesis, which identified that a 

neoliberal governmentality in the contemporary prison could be understood as a soft power, 

which is ‘wide and all-encompassing’ and necessitates prisoners becoming agents of their 

own incarceration (Crewe 2011a, 519). Through this finding I provide an example of the 

affective consequences of this soft power by linking literature around soft power and 

governmentality with Stenning’s (2018) ideas of the psychosocial impacts of neoliberalism. 

In doing so, I demonstrate how the neoliberal prison reproduces rhetorics of self-governance 

(Crewe 2011a) can produce ‘little affects’ such as feelings of shame, failure or isolation, and 

‘little effects’ like ‘fighting for the wrong reasons’ (Ashley) which further compound the state 

of carceral volatility in which prisoners live. 

While it may feel unusual for a key finding in a study around prison theatre to be seemingly 

unrelated to theatre practice, this finding provided a foundation upon which to understand 

other findings included in this thesis, such as relational precarity or theatre as an escape from 

the prison environment. It also interacts with ideas of risk and responsivity found in care 

(Tronto 2009) and performance (Shailor 2011, Snyder-Young 2013) literature. The concept 

of carceral volatility suggests that prisons, and therefore prison theatre, would benefit from 

reducing all risk and increasing predictability. While, I would argue, this is true in relation to 

implementing predictable, and trusting relationships, and being able to predict and control 

exposure to violence, predictability within prison theatre could easily be conflated with 

McDonaldised practice, which is predictable in that it is prewritten, leaving little space for 

experimentation and the introduction of new voices and perspectives. In fact, much 

literature (Shailor 2011, Snyder-Young 2013), alongside the practitioners in this study 

suggest that within careful theatre practice, there are inevitable elements of risk and 

unpredictability, as the work must be responsive to those within the space. The key finding 

of relational solidarity, as explored below, highlights the importance of connecting with 

participants, an integral part of theatre practice which relies on getting to know people, and 

being responsive and reactive to their mood, their ideas and their experiences. Therefore, it 

is important to delineate between practice which cultivates predictable, and trusting 

relationships, as is explored in the following section, and McDonaldised prison theatre 

practice which leaves little space for the sort of responsiveness which Tronto (2009), Snyder-
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Young (2013) and Shailor (2011) all identify as integral to the successful delivery of care 

(Tronto 2009) and careful theatre practice (Shailor 2011, Snyder-Young 2013). As such, I 

situate literature around responsivity within prison theatre within a context of carceral 

volatility to demonstrate the ways in which an unstable and unpredictable prison 

environment necessitates theatre practitioners who are both responsive and reliable. 

This finding can also be understood as related to arts practice in that it contributes to a 

methodological body of knowledge related to artistic inquiry. Through the use of artistic 

inquiry, I have revealed some ‘sense’ of an environment that is shrouded in secrecy and often 

hidden from public view. While this cannot fully compensate to a lack of access to these 

environments, it does suggest that there are alternative options for gaining a partial 

understanding of them, when we engage in creative ways of bringing participant’s individual 

stories together.  

8.2.2 Relational solidarity 

Relational precarity was one of the most significant impacts that neoliberalism had on prison 

theatre. It produced freelancers who felt unsafe and unsupported, dangerous working 

practices, difficult endings and difficulty in securing contracts. I suggest that this relational 

precarity both produces and is produced by a carceral volatility as it cultivates feelings of 

distrust, further increasing a state of separation and loneliness, while the potential of 

violence underpinning a carceral volatility necessitates prisoners ‘having their guard up’, 

thereby minimising the potential for the development of meaningful relationships. 

Therefore, I found that the projects that were spoken about most favourably involved mutual 

regard between prison staff, practitioners and participants, a consideration of responsibility 

for care and a valuing of the humanity of all involved in the process. As such, I found that 

relational solidarity is key to the delivery of careful prison theatre practice in a neoliberal 

landscape. The theme of Relational Solidarity manifests across this thesis in the form of 

directors taking responsibility for their staff members care, them not applying for funding 

bids that other companies had written, practitioners considering how best and most ethically 

to showcase participant’s work and a shared consideration of teamwork, connection and 

seeing the humanity in one another. For me, it can best be seen in Ashley’s quote ‘they 

brought me back. Like I walked off yeah and they came back and I was just smiling like ‘ah 

cool, you came back for me’.’ (Ashley). In this way, I draw together ideas of responsibility 

(Tronto 2009) and interdependency (The Care Collective 2020) documented within section 

2.7 of the literature review to position them as key aspects of relational solidarity. These 

apply both to relationships between practitioners and participants, and company directors 



196 
 

and freelancers. In drawing attention to a potential lack of responsibility for freelancers, I 

extend Belfiore’s (2021) ideas of the ‘hidden costs’ of emotionally engaged arts, by linking 

them explicitly with literature around care, and drawing attention to the specific emotional 

and financial costs of being a freelance arts worker. 

This finding could be understood as simply reinforcing an existing body of literature around 

care, and particularly Thompson’s aesthetics of care (2015). Instead, I propose that the 

application of Tronto’s (2009) idea of responsibility as a key ethical element of care, The Care 

Collective’s (2020) calls for ‘recognising and embracing our interdependencies’ (2020, 5) and 

Thompson’s suggestions that care within theatre practice ‘demonstrate and model a form of 

mutual regard’ (2015, 437), to prison theatre extends this literature by drawing attention to 

the specific, hierarchal and distrusting nature of prisons. Ideas of relational solidarity in the 

context of the neoliberal prison may feel radical, or overly optimistic, especially when 

considering the deficit model often used within McDonaldised issue-based programmes, 

which positions prisoners as ‘lacking’, and in relation to feelings of powerlessness, and 

confusion over responsibility in prisons. However, I suggest that the finding that Relational 

Solidarity is a unifying theme within the narratives and across the findings chapters within 

this thesis draws attention to the possibility of care, connection, responsibility, 

interdependency and joy within theatre practice in the contemporary neoliberal prison.  

8.2.3 Power 

A unifying feature of all the findings documented in this thesis is a complex chain of power 

(similar to the chain of care proposed by Rebecca in section 5.4.1) which shapes both prison 

and prison theatre. While ‘power’ is a broad term, I have adopted it as I consider a number 

of elements of power in this section. These include; the impact of power on prisons, prison 

theatre and the lives of those involved in prison theatre; the ways in which an understanding 

of neoliberal power upon prisons can be applied to other institutions such as the university; 

and the impact of a neoliberal power on myself when undertaking this research, both in 

terms of institutional power as I engage with prison and higher education establishments, 

and a less tangible form of neoliberal power that purports rhetorics of productivity upon the 

individual. As such, I contribute to the literature around governmentality, as presented in 

section 2.5 of this thesis by mapping a complex flow of power which I suggest permeates all 

aspects of this study, and, as identified by many scholars previously, all aspects of life under 

neoliberalism (Foucault 1991a 1991b).  
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Within this study, I found that a neoliberal governmental power shapes both individuals’ 

emotional lives, and the organisation structures, and how facets of this power, such as 

responsibilisation, and economic deregulation, intertwine to produce ‘active subjects’ within 

prison theatre. The aspects of neoliberalism most prevalent to this study, specifically 

responsibilisation, marketisation and McDonaldisation combine to produce a relational 

precarity, a privileging of productivity, commodifiable outputs, and spectacle of intervention 

over connection and community, and a trope of individualism which causes feelings of 

shame, isolation and powerlessness (Frost & Hoggett 2008, Pimlott Wilson 2017). As I 

proposed in the above section, this relational precarity both produces and is produced by a 

carceral volatility in prisons. We can understand this cycle as a complex flow of governmental 

power through which the harmful impacts of neoliberalism feed into and exacerbate one 

another.  

As such, I suggest that an understanding of this cycle of power sheds light upon a pervasive 

and intangible neoliberal governmental power that shapes the personal and professional 

lives of prison theatre practitioners and requires a complicity to certain agendas and 

discourses, including neoliberal hiring practices and the delivery of McDonaldised theatre 

practice, in order for practitioners to sustain themselves personally and professionally. In this 

thesis I demonstrated that, while there is space for resisting these neoliberal agendas, in 

terms of practitioners, the opportunities for resistance are more accessible for those with 

social and financial privileges. Thus, I propose that the narratives presented in this thesis 

demonstrate how those with less capital (women, younger practitioners, freelancers) are 

more materially affected by precarity in terms of being able to find work, pay rent, or 

mortgages, and build strong, reliable relationships with establishments, and how this 

translates into the development and delivery of practice which is more complicit with the 

use of theatre as varnish, and the neoliberal prison establishment. Here we can see a 

coercive governmental control in the form of soft power (Crewe 2009) which provides the 

spectacle of agency while offering subjects limited options and control over their choices. 

We can also see that this soft power disproportionally affects those with less choices and 

power, causing them to enact further neoliberal harms onto those with even fewer choices, 

in this case, the prison theatre participants.  

As well as shedding light upon the complex governmental power shaping contemporary 

prisons, and prison theatre, I suggest that, by drawing links between the prison institution, 

and higher education institutions, the ‘chain’ of power revealed through this study can 

contribute to wider discourse around the impact of a neoliberal power on organisations and 
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institutions. This can particularly be seen in relation to the experiences of precarity, 

marketisation and competition discussed in this thesis, and the ways in which a neoliberal 

marketisation of higher education has exacerbated precarity in universities, and how this has 

cultivated a competitive landscape, in which compromises must be made to enable them to 

‘sell’ courses. The marketisation of higher education institutions can be seen in a significant 

rise in tuition fees, alongside a financial aid policy through which students, rather than 

universities, gain government funding (Slaughter & Leslie 1997) and has resulted in a 

discourse of students as consumers (Naidoo et al 2011, 1442). This, combined with increased 

precarity for higher education staff (Mason & Megoran 2021), has cultivated a landscape in 

which higher education courses are marketed as a product to be consumed and therefore, 

modules must be offered which are deemed to be popular or particularly appealing. In the 

case of drama departments, especially those who offer applied or community theatre 

courses, one of these popular modules can be prison theatre modules, in particular those 

which offer placements in prisons, as many do in order to be competitive and marketable. 

We can see the success of prison theatre modules as a tool for competing in the neoliberal 

higher education market in the fact that some participants in this study selected their courses 

and institutions based on the potential to access prisons. 

This study found that both the prison, and prison theatre can be understood as a spectacle 

(Debord 2014), and that prison theatre can be utilised to deliver a spectacle which reflects 

the dominant discourses of the most powerful within prison and wider society. As such, I 

suggest that the offering of access to a notoriously secretive and often fetishised 

environment (Combessie 2002), so as to make a course appealing in a competitive market, 

is shaped by ideas of spectacle, and thus acting as an example of ‘prison tourism’ (Schrift 

2004, Wilson 2008). While prison tourism is often conceptualised as the use of non-

operational carceral buildings as tourist locations, most commonly museums, the term may 

also be applied to working prisons (Barton & Brown 2012), as a form of ‘incarceration live’ 

tourism (Brown 2009, 116) which includes the ‘display of prisoners’ (Booth 2020). This can 

have ethical implications in relation to ‘the commodification and commercialisation of the 

suffering of individuals’ (Barton & Brown 2012). In the example of prison theatre, the 

students may act as tourists and the academic institutions can be complicit in the 

commodification and commercialisation process through the packing and selling of prison 

theatre modules in an attempt to make their courses more marketable. This is revealing of 

how a neoliberal marketisation of higher education has not only affected the students on the 

prison theatre courses but also the participants involved in the student placements, whose 
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lived realities are fetishised and, in some cases, disrupted (see section 5.3.1) in order increase 

the popularity of a degree course. As I have demonstrated, privileging the agendas of the 

most powerful within prison theatre can result in the reproduction of harmful hierarchies 

and the performance of reform. Therefore, a consideration of who benefits from the practice 

and how is salient to ask when attempting to deliver careful prison theatre. Here, I extend 

ideas of governmentality (Foucault 1991a, 1991b) and spectacle (Debord 2014) to propose 

that, in order to avoid the reproduction of hierarchal power structures in which participants 

of prison theatre are used as a tool to achieve an institutional aim, this consideration can 

also be applied to the delivery of prison theatre education. 

I suggest that the application of these ideas to higher education can build upon literature 

around cruel optimism (Berlant 2011).  For students, the experience of being encouraged to 

pay to train in a field which, as this thesis has demonstrated, is both emotionally and 

financially precarious, particularly a field that offers the ideas of hope, connection (Lucas 

2021) and ‘radical intervention’ (Busby 2021, 165), could be understood as a form of cruel 

optimism. Here the flows of power which produce a cruel optimism for prison theatre 

participants, as were presented in section 5.3.2, can shed light upon the ways in which the 

university institution enacts power upon students. Through this, we can see how a neoliberal 

power, which makes subjects responsible for their own success, while providing significant 

social and economic barriers to success, especially in a context of austerity, can make ‘it 

impossible to attain the expansive transformation for which a person is striving for’ (Berlant 

2011, 2) within prisons, the arts sector and higher education institutions.  

The conceptualisation of higher education as an institution significantly affected by 

marketisation and precarity reveals how both the impacts of neoliberalism on prison theatre, 

such as precarious employment, a cultivation of cruel optimism and the necessitation of a 

privileging of effective outcomes, can also affect higher education. We can thus understand 

this neoliberal power as a colonising force whose influence operates at every level of systems 

and institutions, predominantly through the establishment of neoliberal ideals as the 

primary means of identifying ‘value’ to individuals, acts and organisations. However, as I have 

demonstrated throughout this thesis, the relationships between care and control, and 

dependency and interdependency are complex and nuanced, and even within the most 

hierarchal power structures, there is the potential to enact care. Therefore, like prison 

theatre, university-run prison theatre modules have the potential to care for students 

through the delivery of critical and considered training and the cultivation of strong and 
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supportive relationships which, I suggest, will enable practitioners to better care for prison 

theatre participants. 

The impact of this power on higher education is an important consideration, given the role 

that higher education plays in prison theatre, both in terms of the ways that the discipline is 

taught, and the way it is researched. Our roles as academics afford us powerful positions 

which must be critiqued in order to aid the delivery of careful, and ethical prison theatre 

practice. To reflect this within my research, I have considered how a neoliberal power has 

shaped the design and implementation of this study. The power afforded to me by being 

affiliated with a university allowed me access to spaces and resources that may not have 

been available to me otherwise. It also afforded me a gravitas which may have shaped how 

research participants interacted with me, especially those who had little experience with 

university institutions. As I explored in Chapter 3, throughout this study I have tried to be 

conscious of my position as ‘powerful’, particularly in the analysis and writing up stages. I am 

aware of the risks of misrepresenting participants in order to fit my own agenda or to 

reproduce dominant narratives within academia.  

The risk of reproducing these dominant narratives is revealing of how I was subject to the 

ways in which a neoliberal power shapes the university. Rhetorics of productivity, individuals 

and competition prevalent within the neoliberal university permeated my experience as a 

PhD researcher, producing fears that my work may not be ‘academic’ enough, or that I would 

be ‘doing it wrong’. As a first-generation student, it was suggested to me by my supervisor 

that I ‘fetishised’ academia, meaning that I often tried to work rigidly in ways that I deemed 

‘properly’ academic. This restricted my capacity for creativity, which previously had been a 

quality I’d identified as a strength of mine. At many times during the research process, I felt 

a lack of confidence or certainty about employing creative methods in this study, for fear my 

work would be seen as too ‘soft’, or not ‘academic’ enough. This, I suggest, is revealing of 

the intersect between the ways in which a neoliberal power shapes the institution and the 

individual. The marketisation of academia, which purports neoliberal rhetorics of 

productivity and competition, and a pressure to produce (and publish) interacted with my 

own feelings of inadequacy to produce a creative timidity. Despite arguing for a celebration 

of the affective and aesthetic within this thesis, I frequently struggled to see the value in it 

in my own work, and instead privileged the more ‘serious’ and ‘academic’. Here we can see 

the impact of pervasive neoliberal power on my own psychosocial wellbeing and feelings of 

self-worth, reflecting Jessica, Catherine’s and Janes experiences, presented in section 5.2.2. 

In this way, I propose that the findings documented in Chapter 5 around the impact of a 
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neoliberal governmentality upon the freelancers can be applied to precarious workers in 

other fields, including academia. 

Feelings that my research may be inadequate or unimportant were further compounded by 

my experience applying for HMPPS ethical approval. My application for approval to research 

in prisons was rejected due to my research not linking closely enough with HMPPS’s business 

or policy priorities. The feedback I received was particularly centred around my use of the 

idea of ‘care’, and the meaning of care within the theatre space. This reflects Crewe’s idea 

of soft power. While HMPPS does not explicitly restrict research which concentrates on more 

affective aspects of the prison, the requirement to link to business or policy priorities poses 

a significant barrier to this sort of research taking place. Moreover, requiring research to 

meet the aims and agenda of the prison reinforces the dominant narratives around prison 

and, as all press around research is required to be approved by the Ministry of Justice, 

silences voices which do not fit within the parameters of the areas of the prison that HMPPS 

are willing to have explored. In this way, I understand every aspect of my research process 

and findings as shaped by a neoliberal governmental power and propose that this 

understanding contributes to literature around the permeative and intangible nature of 

neoliberalism, as documented in section 2.5 of this thesis.  

8.3 Implications for Policy and Practice   

While it is important not to overstate theatre’s potential to make significant, structural 

change within prisons, and to hold in that mind that, for many in prison, ‘you can have fun 

from the day you get in until the end. It’s still the worst place’, this thesis is intended to call 

for the celebration of theatre’s radical potential to cultivate experiences of connection, joy 

and creativity within the prison establishment, alongside a critical reflection of its ability to 

align with the regime, perform reform and become ‘complicit in legitimisation of actually no 

intervention’ (Director 4). As such, in this section, I draw upon the findings from this study to 

encourage the careful consideration of care within prison theatre practice, as a form of 

resistance against the more harmful impacts of neoliberal ideology, and a subsequent 

acceptance of the radical potential of consciously and critically implementing care into prison 

theatre.  

By discussing the findings from this study in relation to ideas of care from Thompson (2015), 

and The Care Collective (2020), this section demonstrates how these findings can help to 

inform policy and shape critical theatre practice in prisons. Within this study, I understand 

care as a complex and dynamic network of interdependency, and present recommendations 
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through which prison theatre can negotiate some of the negative impacts of neoliberalism 

to develop practice which consciously considers and celebrates the implementation of care. 

Therefore, I offer suggestions for policy and practice for a variety of key figures within prison 

theatre including prisons, theatre companies and practitioners. ‘Practitioner’ is a term used 

here to mean anyone delivering on the ground theatre practice, including freelancers, full 

time staff members and company directors, depending on the structure of the organisation. 

The inclusion of this group allows for suggestions to be made for those who undertake the 

most active role in the execution of a theatre project. Within the recommendations, I do not 

include suggestions for prisoners. This is not to discount prisoners’ agency, their ability to 

enact and receive care within the prison theatre space, nor their roles in complex 

interdependency critical to the delivery of care. In fact, there is recent argument for the 

inclusion of prisoners in programming and decision making (Lucas 2021). The exclusion of 

suggestions for prisoners within this section is instead to acknowledge the lack of power and 

control prisoners currently have within the development and delivery of prison theatre. Any 

proposals made for the inclusion and consideration of prisoners’ voices is therefore aimed 

at those who hold the power to enact these recommendations. This section is organised 

based upon the key findings documented in section 8.2. As such, it is divided into; Volatility, 

which discusses the potential for implementing more ‘stable’ theatre practice into prisons; 

Relational Solidarity which suggests strategies for cultivating supportive and responsible 

connections within prison theatre; and (Resisting) Power which proposes some methods of 

resisting the more tangible elements of a neoliberal governmental power, and discusses a 

celebration of joy and affect as a key method of resistance. 

8.3.1 Volatility 

In this thesis, I presented the harmful impacts that can result from living in a precarious and 

unpredictable environment of carceral volatility and demonstrated that the ending of 

theatre projects, particularly short-term projects, could significantly exacerbate these harms 

(see section 5.3.2). As such, I make an argument for the delivery of frequent and reliable 

practice, in which the participants are not exposed to further risk of the harms of carceral 

volatility, such as opaque, distrustful relationships with staff, or exposure to violence. As 

noted in section 8.2.3 of this chapter, this sort of practice is not to be conflated with 

McDonaldised theatre practice. Instead, I propose that the most certain method of offering 

stability within prison theatre is to deliver longer term, or more regular projects, in order to 

ensure reliable access to the arts for those who want it, and to mitigate some of the negative 

effects of ‘endings’ documented in section 5.3.2. However, I recognise that the 



203 
 

implementation of more regular projects requires more funding, which is one of the biggest 

barriers to delivering careful prison theatre practice. As such, alternative suggestions for 

proving stability within prison theatre include building trusting and reliable relationships with 

participants, utilising ‘in between moments’, and being open about the process they are 

engaging in (further suggestions to mitigate relational precarity are documented in the 

below section), involving participants in the preparation stages of projects, ensuring 

transparency around how the project will run and considering the careful introduction of 

endings, and ways in which participants can access support post project. While I do not argue 

that prison theatre can undo the harms of carceral volatility (although, as shown in Chapter 

7, it can offer a form of escape from it), I do suggest that prison theatre has the potential to 

reproduce these harms and that attempts to introduce stability into the prison theatre space 

can mitigate some of this. 

8.3.2 Relational Solidarity 

Through this thesis, I demonstrated that increasingly impersonalised tendering processes 

result in a relational precarity between organisations and institutions, and that this affects 

the delivery of practice in terms of logistical considerations and compromised physical and 

emotional safety for practitioners and participants. As Thompson (2015) notes, relational 

solidarity is a key aspect of the cultivation of an aesthetics of care and can be realised in 

‘more enduring, crafted encounters between people’ (2015, 437). Therefore, policy and 

practice which considers building ‘ensuring, crafted’ encounters between theatre companies 

and staff within prison establishments would allow for the development of work which 

centres around mutual regard between organisations, establishments, practitioners and 

participants. This could include theatre companies and prisons partnering before the 

tendering bids, in order to ensure the organisation has a good understanding of the 

establishment’s requirements for a project, and the role that the services commissioned are 

tailored appropriately to the establishment’s requirements, and the theatre organisations’ 

ways of working, and to allow for safer working practices in the execution of the project. 

While there are obvious barriers to this, including the feelings of powerlessness for some 

directors engendered from relying upon prison institutions to ensure contracts, the idea of 

‘dependency’ upon the institution to provide work seems unavoidable in a neoliberal 

landscape of austerity and financial precarity. Therefore, attempts to cultivate a relational 

solidarity with prison staff may create working relationships that are open and transparent, 

increase experiences of care for participants and practitioners through shared 

understandings of the course content and support needs of those involved in prison theatre. 
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In section 8.2 of this chapter, I showed that responsibility was a key aspect of relational 

solidarity, despite that fact that responsibilities for caring for practitioners and participants, 

and for supporting prisoners’ ‘rehabilitation’ and ‘progress’ in prison, have shifted in 

response to neoliberal ideas of individualism and the use of soft power (Crewe 2011a) as a 

tool for governance. Alongside this, a ‘cultural trope of individual responsibility’ (Wacquant 

2009) was also seen in the relationship between theatre company directors and their staff. 

In response to this, I suggest a recognition of the interdependency between practitioners 

and theatre companies who, in some cases, could not deliver projects with their freelance 

staff, and an acknowledgement of the shared role and responsibility each must take in the 

delivery of care for all involved in their practice.  

While, as I have demonstrated in this thesis, long term, sustainable employment can be a 

key method of undertaking responsibility for staff member’s wellbeing, in a landscape of 

austerity and financial precarity, this is not always possible. Therefore, policies such as 

providing freelancers with in-house training, on-project support and even including some 

preparation time in funding bids could be implemented in response to some of the difficulties 

of working as a freelancer that were noted in this thesis. There are, of course, both practical 

and ideological limitations to undertaking even this sort of responsibility. Paying for training 

for freelancers, or pricing additional days for preparation into funding bids will likely risk 

companies becoming less competitive and, within the neoliberal market, this can have 

significant impacts on an organisation’s finances. This is especially precarious for newer 

companies and, within the context of a neoliberal rhetoric of individualism, it is easy to see 

why those whose livelihoods depend on securing ‘the next contract’ feel unable to undertake 

these sorts of responsibilities. Here, we can see the pernicious nature of a neoliberal 

governmentality, which offers the illusion of choice, but is in fact so far reaching and 

constrictive that rather than offering any freedoms promised by economic deregulation, this 

‘choice’ becomes choosing between employing unethical hiring practices, or risking being 

unable to deliver prison theatre completely. However, even within this context, I argue that 

a consideration of responsibility is key to the delivery of as careful practice as possible, as it 

allows for the creation of more sustainable environments in which freelance staff are less 

likely to burn out, or leave due to feeling unsupported (see section 5.4.3), thereby enabling 

them to deliver careful and responsible theatre practice with participants. 

8.3.3 (Resisting) Power 

As noted in section 8.2.3 of this chapter, the neoliberal governmental power which shapes 

prison theatre and the lives of those within it is not only far-reaching, but intangible and 
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therefore difficult to identify. However, this thesis has shed light on some of the ways in 

which power shapes prison theatre. These include the promotion of rhetorics of 

individualism, and thus the cultivation of a relational precarity, as I have addressed in the 

above section, and the privileging of dominant social narratives and the agendas of the most 

powerful over the voices of participants, which can in prison theatre enabling institutions to 

perform a spectacle of intervention, and necessitating participants to ‘perform reform’ 

(Thompson 2004). I suggest that this requirement to perform reform exerts a soft power 

over participants, reproducing neoliberal penal ideas which encourage self-regulation and 

self-governance for prisoners (Crewe 2011a), exacerbating experiences of carceral volatility 

and contributing to an ‘expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal apparatus’ (Wacquant 

2009) which situates prisoners as the subject of the controlling gaze. Therefore, I propose 

that a consideration of the content and necessity of end of project shows, and performances 

can go some way to avoiding the delivering projects which perform the spectacle of 

intervention, and thus resisting some of the penal power that necessitates such 

performances. Practically, this could manifest in organisations being open minded as to what 

constitutes a ‘positive outcome’ and developing a language around care, joy and connection 

within their establishments, as well as allowing space for practitioners to be flexible with 

outcomes, and unexpected outcomes. It could also involve the careful consideration of the 

audience demographics, paying particular attention to the diversity of audiences so as to 

avoid ‘one class viewing another’ (see section 7.5.2). This consideration must, however, be 

balanced against institutional requirements, such as the necessity to have stakeholders view 

end of show projects in order to secure further funding. In these cases, perhaps the inclusion 

of ‘other’ audiences, and of participants in the selection of audiences, can act as an attempt 

to mitigate performances of spectacle, or reform. 

However, in a landscape of a far reaching and intangible neoliberal governmental power in 

which, Debord argues ‘everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation’ 

(2014, 7), identifying and resisting this power, and the need to perform reform in order 

demonstrate productivity and secure ‘the next contract’ is challenging, as, as I have 

demonstrated, neoliberal ideals and values permeate and shape all aspects of social and 

organisational life. This, combined with a pressure upon theatre companies to perform 

intervention in order to compete within the neoliberal market means it is difficult to both 

recognise and avoid being a part of the ‘spectacle’. As such, I suggest that engaging with the 

question ‘which show are we a part of?’ (Thompson 2009, 30) is crucial for practitioners 

attempting to delivery careful practice. 
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Throughout this thesis, I demonstrated the ways in which celebration, connection and joy - 

which were particularly privileged by the former prisoners - could act as a resistance against 

a pervasive neoliberal penal power through the cultivation of spaces for exploration, the 

development of relationships, laughter and escape. These ideas were often understood in 

juxtaposition to outcome-focused, effective practice. However, as I have illustrated, even 

practice which was most concerned with neoliberal ideas of productivity could offer some 

space for joy and connection. And while some impacts of neoliberalism on prison theatre, 

particularly requirements to provide quantifiable outcomes and prove efficacy, were difficult 

to avoid, they did not necessitate a complete devaluing of ideas of joy and connection (see 

section 7.4). Therefore, I suggest that, rather than centring changes in policy and practice 

around eschewing outcome focused work completely, the focus should instead be on 

developing conceptions of outcomes and efficacy to include ideas of joy to capture what has 

shown to be most important to the participants. Practically, this could include organisations 

affording practitioners the space and permission to cultivate spaces of joy and connection, 

as well as providing them with examples on how this is best done (see Chapter 7 for examples 

of best practice). It could also involve integrating ideas of connection and ‘seeing the joy in 

the other’ into the language used to discuss and sell the practice, emphasising the 

importance of these ideas to prison establishments and writing them into project outcomes. 

Practitioners can also include participants and practitioners in defining outcomes and engage 

in creative methods of evaluation to ensure that a variety of outcomes are measured, 

including unexpected outcomes (see section 7.3.1).  

The obvious barrier to these suggestions is persuading prison establishments and senior 

leadership teams, who hold some power to commission projects, of the value of these more 

affective considerations. As I demonstrated through my experience with HMPPS ethical 

approval board, documented in section 8.1, work which does not provide obvious benefits 

to prison can be easily dismissed. Through this experience, we can understand the extent to 

which rhetorics of individualism, and prisoners as ‘undeserving’ have permeated the prison. 

While I do not suggest that this thesis, or prison theatre, can significantly impact this, I 

propose that the existence of these rhetorics is further evidence of the necessity of 

considering, and celebrating, joy within prison theatre, and that, while they may not make 

structural change, they can offer participants the opportunity for resistance through ‘small 

acts of living’ (Wade 1997).  

While many of these recommendations may seem optimistic (writing them brings to mind 

my own practice where, in one establishment, a prison officer would introduce me as ‘Erin. 
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She does the fluffy shit.’), they are intended to allow for an imaging of the potential of prison 

theatre if, as individuals, we are able to acknowledge our need and willingness to both care 

and be cared for (The Care Collective 2020). As I have shown in this thesis, there are always 

compromises to be made when attempting to deliver theatre in the neoliberal prison, and 

these recommendations have taken these compromises into consideration. However, they 

also rely on some assumption that individuals have good intentions, and an inclination 

towards care, even if this is shaped by neoliberal policies and discourses. While this could be 

conceptualised as naive - a belief in the ‘goodness’ of people - if they are given the 

opportunity to perform, this ‘goodness’ is the driving force for many practitioners working 

in prison. Therefore, my suggestions attempt to balance pragmatism with ideas of utopia 

(Busby 2021) in order to encourage the development and delivery of careful, ethical practice 

which offers hope and keeps both practitioners and participants ‘moving forward’. 

8.4 Acknowledging Limitations and Mapping Further Research 

As this research was funded through a three-year studentship, it was limited in scope by time 

restrictions, which necessitated flexibility in terms of methods and design, particularly when 

I was unable to access prisons. My response to this is outlined in section 3.5. My being unable 

to access prison establishments could be considered a potential limitation to the authenticity 

of the study, in that I was unable to gain an affective sense of prison theatre practice, or acts 

of care within it, or to include the voices of prison staff within this study. While I have tried 

to address a lack of the affective sense of prison through the presentation of poetry, I suggest 

that a number of prison-based research projects could build upon this study. These include 

a prison-based study during prison theatre projects which focuses upon the affective impacts 

of prison theatre. This would allow for the identification of the immediate affective impacts 

of theatre practice on serving prisoners, and on the prison establishment. The gender of 

participants could also be conceptualised as a limitation of this study. Both the former 

prisoner and freelancer participant groups were single gendered, with the former prisoners 

being all men and the freelancers being all women. While, within this sample size, this is 

broadly representative of both the prison estate and the demographics of freelance prison 

theatre facilitators, this study alluded to significant gendered elements of both care and 

neoliberal expressions of individualism and independence. As such, a more varied participant 

group may have affected the ways in which both care and neoliberalism were understood 

and I would suggest research comparing the experiences of care in prison theatre in the male 

and female prison estate in order to shed light upon the gendered nature of care (Tronto 

2009, Care Collective 2020) and gendered experiences of prisons (Carlen & Worral 2004, 
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Jewkes et al 2020, Medlicott 2007). And, as I demonstrated in section 5.4 of this thesis, the 

input and support of prison staff is key to the delivery of safe and careful practice, therefore 

a study which included their narratives would offer a valuable perspective which would 

contribute to an understanding of the ways a neoliberal governmental power impacted upon 

prison theatre practice. 

Within this thesis I demonstrated that precarity can act as a pervasive and far-reaching form 

of neoliberal governmentality, which shapes experiences on an individual and institutional 

level, permeating the lived experiences of participants and the operating of organisations 

including prisons, theatre companies and higher education institutions. As the size and scope 

of this PhD study, including the expected time and funding restrictions placed upon a 

fulltime, 3-year PhD, did not allow me to further explore the impacts of precarity on 

institutions and individuals, I suggest a study which focuses predominantly on the arts 

funding landscape and uses literature around social and cultural policy (Belfiore 2014, 2018, 

2021) to explore practitioners’ experiences of precarity within this. This would enable a more 

thorough identification of the needs of precarious workers within the arts sector, and the 

inequalities that exacerbate these needs. I also propose that a study examining the role of 

higher education in the delivery of prison theatre would allow further exploration of the 

impacts of precarity and marketisation upon university drama departments, and the 

students within them. 

This study was also restricted by the Covid-19 pandemic, which began during the data 

collection period of this project. This affected the research in a number of ways: 

• Interviews with all freelancers took place online; 

• Interviews with three of the seven former prisoners within this study took place 

online; 

• Many arts-based events (such as the National Criminal Justice Arts Alliance’s 

round table events and annual conference) were postponed, cancelled or moved 

online, limiting my immersion and wider engagement with the topic; 

• The pandemic impacted the delivery of theatre practice, first by cancelling it 

altogether and then by limiting group sizes of the practice. This was not captured 

in my data collection as interviews with directors took place pre pandemic, and 

freelancers were unable to deliver practice at the time of their interviews (April 

2020 – July 2020); 
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• The transferability of this study could be understood as compromised, due to 

the conditions under which it some of it took place. 

The effects of the pandemic on this research, on the lives of the research participants and on 

the delivery of theatre practice has been significant. It has impacted upon practical 

considerations, such as accessing prisons and people’s employment statuses (as referenced 

in section 5.2), as well as upon the psychosocial wellbeing of individuals. The Covid-19 

pandemic has significantly impacted upon wellbeing in terms of increased isolation and 

loneliness, as well as exacerbating social, financial and health related anxieties (ONS 2020, 

Tyrer 2020). Within prisons, the pandemic has resulted in increased lockdowns, decreased 

access to activities and significant limitations on family visits, all of which significantly 

contribute to feelings of isolation and loneliness (The Economist 2020). Long-term impacts 

of the pandemic are as yet unknown. Although in 2020, the Prison Officers Association (POA) 

called for some of the restrictions that were implemented as a result of a national lockdown 

to be considered as long-term interventions to maintain ‘stability and control’ (Prison Advice 

and Care Trust 2020). This, compounded with a collective insecurity which may allow the 

government to ‘invoke genuine public concerns and uses them cynically to serve its own 

interests’ (Bell 2013, 56) and a proposed additional four prisons, holding a total of 10,000 

prisoners, to be built in the next six years (Ministry of Justice et al 2020) hint that the negative 

aspects of the neoliberal prison documented in this thesis may be compounded, rather than 

resolved, further cultivating environments of carceral volatility. While this thesis does not 

attempt to thoroughly document or predict the current or future impacts of the pandemic, 

it does illustrate the importance of care and connection and the ways in which prison 

establishments can act as a barrier to this. As such, I propose a further study which 

documents the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the need and potential for theatre to 

deliver care and to facilitate mutual solidarity. 

8.5 Concluding Thoughts 

In this thesis I have built upon penological and performance literature by mapping the 

impacts of neoliberalism upon the experience of developing, delivering and participating in 

prison theatre, and upon understandings and performances of care. These impacts have 

been both ideological, such as the conceptualisation of prison theatre as a varnish and the 

responsibilisation of practitioners and participants, and practical, such as the material effects 

of funding cuts, precarious contracts, unsafe endings and practitioners parachuting in. I have 

shown how these impacts both limit and shape opportunities for the delivery of care, as well 
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as demonstrating how these impacts can be resisted to deliver careful, thoughtful and joyful 

practice. I have understood these impacts within a context of carceral volatility, through 

which prisoners’ experiences are shaped by an uncertainty and a pressure borne from an 

unpredictable and violent environment in which subjects are stripped of choice and agency 

while being discursively constructed as individually responsible for every aspect of their lives. 

As such, I have demonstrated how this both produces and is a produced by a relational 

precarity which further individualises and separates people, while also showing the spaces 

that can be found for relational solidarity within prison and prison theatre. I have 

demonstrated how all the findings within this study are shaped by a permeative and far-

reaching neoliberal power, an understanding of which, I suggest, can be applied to a wider 

context. Utilising a narrative methodology has allowed me to contextualise how participants’ 

meaning making practices around prison theatre, and care within prison theatre, shape and 

are shaped by the neoliberal socio-political landscape. Crucially, this study reflects the 

myriad of ways in which the rise of neoliberal ideology has affected the professional and 

emotional lives of those involved, and the ensuing resistances that have emerged through a 

focus on aesthetic value, creative evaluation and the cultivation of relational solidarity and 

mutual regard.  

Given the many barriers and challenges documented in this thesis, it is perhaps surprising 

that neoliberalism has simply reshaped the delivery of prison theatre practice, rather than 

putting a stop to it altogether. Yet, as I hope this thesis has shown, both practitioners and 

participants have the ability to demonstrate a resilience and spirit of resistance in the face 

of limitations. Seventeen months into this research process, the first Covid-19 lockdown was 

announced. For a short while, as with all other arts practice in England and Wales, prison 

theatre ceased completely. However, as lockdown restrictions eased, practitioners began to 

develop ways of reintroducing theatre into prisons, through socially distanced or remote arts 

practices. These have ranged from arts and creative writing ‘distraction packs’ to socially 

distanced theatre performances and the development of podcasts, soundscapes and 

verbatim radio plays. They have demonstrated a care, creativity and responsivity to social 

events that is innate within socially engaged arts practice (Snyder-Young 2013, Balfour 2016).  

Even within some of the most restrictive times in recent history, prison theatre has been 

delivered. While this partly reflects people’s ability to resist, respond and create, it also 

reflects a belief in the value of prison theatre, not only from practitioners and participants, 

but also from prison leadership teams and funding bodies. Although the stories you have 

heard in this thesis have shown that, for stakeholders, some of the value of prison theatre 
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can lie in its ability to perform a spectacle of intervention and a ‘cheap and easy’ solution to 

structural issues, this explanation does not account for the delivery of arts practice during a 

pandemic, when prison establishments were not required to provide interventions or 

programmes. Instead, it hints at an understanding, if not a celebration of, the affective value 

of prison theatre. While the ability to laugh, connect, hope and escape are rarely the official 

or academic answer to ‘why prison theatre?’, there seems to be an implicit shared 

knowledge of these ideas as a valuable by-product, against a background of neoliberal ideals 

of productivity, individualism and responsibilisation.  

As such, I conclude with a ‘public celebration’ of these ideas as an antidote to many of the 

issues documented throughout this thesis. While practitioners spoke of the difficulties and 

challenges of delivering prison theatre in a neoliberal landscape, the former prisoners’ 

narratives celebrated the opportunity to engage in prison theatre. In order to recognise the 

creativity of those included in this thesis, I have once again used artistic methods, and 

present their answers to the question ‘why prison theatre?’ as a verbatim poem. In 

concluding in this way, I do not intend to invalidate my critiques of theatre practice in the 

neoliberal prison, but instead to remind the reader of prison theatre’s value, despite the 

challenges posed by the impact of neoliberalism, and the value in keeping ‘moving forward’, 

both in terms of the delivery and critical analysis of the practice, to resist being completely 

subsumed or reshaped by neoliberal rhetoric or ideals: 

Why not do a play in jail?  

I’ve never heard of that before.  

You’re allowed to do a play? In jail? What?!  

Why not?  

 

It has so much to offer  

It’s for people to get comfortable with themselves 

To give them a different perspective 

A different insight 

A different outlook 

For people to learn something different 
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To find themselves 

Better themselves 

Express themselves 

 

Drama in prison is to help people escape 

To give someone a release.  

It's to take you out of prison, really 

‘Cause it's all about playing roles and performing 

Being able to focus on something that's not just, you know, the everyday of being in jail 

Its giving people that escapement from being locked up twenty-three hours a day  

From the burden a lot of people do carry in there 

Give them a little bit of escapism  

For me that can only be good  

 

It can bring people together 

Address that thing of isolation that people feel in prison  

That lack of being able to communicate with people  

You work as a collective to make this work 

Giving people social skills 

Friends building 

Learn how to bond with others 

Work as a team 

Knocking down barriers  

 

Help someone achieve a goal.  
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I think it’s to build you up a little bit  

It built me up  

Made me realise I was good at some other stuff.   

It made me realise that I could learn it and act it  

That I wasn’t shy to stand up in front of other people to do it 

It gives you confidence, it makes you a bit more out there. 

Some people are having a down time 

Being in that project like that would like brighten up days  

 

The ability to laugh at yourself 

To have a bit of fun 

Just like dancing and just having fun 

I started laughing  

Having a little joke about 

A giggle 

Having fun 

To sit with everyone  

And eat and laugh 

 

You know what?  

We actually accomplished something.  

We put so much jokes in the jail.  

I feel like that play  

That play changed the whole jail.  

I feel like it changed it.  
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For a bit  

It got changed.  

It was changed 

 

I don’t really care what anyone says to be honest 

I done a play in jail 

That’s all I know. 

I done a play in jail. 
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Appendix A: Glossary of Companies 

Company Type of theatre Length of time in 

operation 

Inclusion in Study 

1 Theatre as a tool for 

rehabilitation 

30+ years Director 1 is a research participant 

2 Experimental work, multi-

disciplinary arts practice 

20+ years Director 2 is a research participant 

3 Theatre for education and 

rehabilitation, arts-based 

education and training 

10+ years Director 3 is a research participant 

4 Participatory, multi-

disciplinary arts, arts-based 

education and training 

30+ years Director 4 is a research participant. 

Freelancers Catherine and Rebecca 

have worked for Company 4. 

5 Issue-based theatre 5+ years Director 5 is a research participant. 

Freelancers Lucy, Jane and Jessica 

have worked for Company 4. 

Former Prisoners Kyle and David 

participated in Company 5 projects in 

prison. 

6 Professional productions in 

and outside of prison, arts-

based education and 

training 

20+ years Director 6 is a research participant.  

Former Prisoners Ashley, William, 

Darren and David participated in 

Company 6 projects in prison. Ashley, 

William and Darren now work for 

Company 6. 

7 Theatre as a tool for 

rehabilitation, film making, 

arts-based qualifications  

5+ years (no longer 

functioning) 

Director 5 and freelancer Jessica both 

worked for Company 7. Tyler and Luke 

participated in Company 7 projects 

8 Professional productions, 

education and training 

5+ years Ashley did a project with company 8 

while in prison 

9 Professional productions in 

and outside of prison, arts-

40+ years Directors 1 and 4 and Jane mentioned 

company 9 in their narratives 
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based education and 

training 

10 Theatre for rehabilitation, 

professional productions 

outside of prison 

5+ years Catherine was volunteering for 

Company 10 when we spoke 

11 Theatre for education and 

rehabilitation, arts-based 

education and training 

20+ years Rebecca works for Company 11 


