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Chapter 11
Prison Theatre and the Promise of Reintegration
Jonathan Shailor

In April 2005, seventeen inmates at Racine Correctional Institution (RCI) in Sturtevant, Wisconsin made history when they performed King Lear—the first time a Shakespeare play had ever been performed in a Wisconsin prison.  Over the course of three nights, 200 inmates and 70 community members (including family members of the inmates) saw the production.  The response from inmates, prison staff, and invited guests was overwhelmingly positive.  In the words of Damian, who played Regan:

Hello humanity!  Welcome back!  I know first hand for certain we definitely left an overwhelmingly positive impression on both the staff and inmate population.  It’s been over a week now and I’m still hearing compliments and congratulations.  And the impression on my daughter’s face is forever etched in my heart, my mind and my soul.  The whole nine-month process was worth that smile from my daughter and my wife.

The event captured the public imagination, showing up as a major story in The New York Times (Wilgoren 2005), and receiving front-page coverage in local papers.  And what began as a nine-month experiment was now the starting place for an ongoing program:  The Shakespeare Project (TSP) at RCI. 

As a volunteer educator at the medium-security state prison, I had been teaching classes in The Theatre of Empowerment since 1995.  Inspired by the work of Brazilian theatre activist Augusto Boal, I had adapted some of his techniques for use in the prison.  The most central of these methods was “forum theatre,” which called for inmates to create scenes based on problems they had faced in their own lives.   By investigating these scenes and experimenting with alternatives, we worked to gain insights into the men’s habitual ways of dealing with conflict, and to help them learn new ways of dealing with their emotions.  This class was recognized by the prison administration as a valuable addition to the prison’s regular educational offerings, and so I was encouraged to come back each semester, over a period of 10 years.

By 2003, I was ready to try a fresh approach, and that was the year I proposed a nine-month course of study and rehearsal focused on Shakespeare’s King Lear.  I had heard of Agnes Wilcox’ production of Hamlet at a correctional facility in Missouri, and of Curt Tofteland’s Shakespeare Behind Bars in Kentucky.  I contacted both of them and learned as much as I could from them.  Their programs served as examples of what was possible, and also as reminders of the tremendous impact that Shakespeare’s works had already had in my own life.  As a high school teacher-intern in Massachusetts in the 1980’s, I worked with a truly gifted teacher named John Warthen.  Through his passionate engagement with the text and with the students in the classroom and on the stage, he revealed to me in a visceral way how Shakespeare’s works are more than a “mirror held up to nature” (although they certainly work powerfully at that level).  The plays also constitute worlds for us to inhabit and explore.  By entering those worlds and engaging his characters, we develop our moral imaginations, and have the chance to see the world in new ways.  I felt certain that the prisoners at Racine Correctional Institution would embrace Shakespeare, because that was how they had responded to every other learning opportunity.

That in fact was the case.  For a program that was strictly voluntary, 80 inmates showed up for the first information session on The Shakespeare Project, 40 signed up on the spot, and 20 finally enrolled in the course.  Nine months later, 17 men had completed the first year’s journey with me, and after four years, 44 had participated as actors (another 800 or so as audience members).  

Every Tuesday and Thursday night, we met in the library, where the first order of business was to move the tables and create a rehearsal space.  We always began by forming a circle, checking in with each other, and often, sharing good news or a hint of our current struggles.  The atmosphere was always supportive—the understanding was that we were an ensemble.  We would move on to discussing a theme in the play, a question or point of confusion regarding character motivation or blocking, and, if necessary, we dealt with an interpersonal conflict that had emerged between two or more members of the cast.  We never rushed these discussions, and sometimes took the entire two hours to work through a thorny problem.  This aspect of our process, as much as any other, was valued by the inmates, who told me they appreciated the opportunity to “act like human beings.”

Using Scott Kaiser’s extremely helpful text, Mastering Shakespeare (2003), we learned how to orchestrate performances by attending to objectives, speech measures, operative words, focal points, images, subtext, and actions (elements that also shed light on how we structure our everyday interactions).  Although I always served as director (and sometimes an actor), our creative process was inclusive and collaborative (and it became more so over time).  The men kept journals where they reflected on the plays and its relationship to their own lives.  I read these and responded on a regular basis (more on this below).  As often as possible, I involved other educators and theatre professionals in our work, in order to provide the men with a well-rounded experience, as well as a “rehearsal for re-entry”:  practicing mutual accountability and respect with diverse others.

The program got off the ground, and then thrived during the first two years thanks to the confidence and support of Education Director Jean Thieme, as well as the help of Security Director Ron Molnar.  Jean was regularly available for consultation with me--no question was ever too small or “off the wall”—and that first year in particular, I had plenty of questions.  With her many years of experience working within the institution, Jean was able (and willing) to do many things that allowed the program to function and develop, from securing a location for props, to helping us negotiate use of the prison gymnasium and the visitor’s area during production week.  Jean was someone who had participated in earlier efforts to bring University of Wisconsin-Parkside faculty to the prison to teach, and she was a staunch advocate of inmates’ access to higher education.

The public reception of the plays was overwhelmingly positive.  Of our Othello, Jean Feraca (host of Wisconsin Public Radio’s Here on Earth: Radio Without Borders) had this to say:  “It was stunning—Shakespeare as Shakespeare was meant to be—real, raw, and electrifying…  It was by far the most memorable performance of the play I have ever seen” (2006).  Of The Tempest, Buzz Alexander (University of Michigan professor of English and founder/director of the acclaimed Prison Creative Arts program) wrote:  “Both I and my students and former students who accompanied me to the performance of “The Tempest” were, to put it mildly, blown away by what we saw” (2007).  And of Julius Caesar, here’s what Jacque Troy (Education Director for the Milwaukee Chamber Theatre) had to say:  “ Your work ethic, creative curiosity, the countless moments of collaborative respect you demonstrated for one another, were all truly inspirational” (2008).
A positive public reception is one thing, but what really matters is institutional support.  Education Director Jean Thieme safely shepherded The Shakespeare Project through years one and two (King Lear and Othello).  Then she retired.  We were able to carry on for two more years on sheer momentum (The Tempest and Julius Caesar), but without Jean’s advocacy and support, the program was viewed (and treated) by staff and administrators as more of an albatross than as an asset to the institution.  The breaking point came in 2008, when my first child was born, and I proposed a new plan for The Shakespeare Project, which would allow it to continue under my leadership, only with significantly reduced “face time” at the prison.  The slack would be taken up by a team of four facilitators, all college professors and/or theatre professionals with prior experience working on site with The Shakespeare Project.

The warden and the education director decided to end The Shakespeare Project for the following reasons:

First, the new Reentry initiative within the Department of Corrections has shifted our philosophy and how we do business.  That being said, a significant amount of our budgetary and staff resources have been redirected.  We are forced to scrutinize programs and take into account the overall effectiveness as well as the number of inmates impacted per dollar spent.

Second, we have a policy within the Department of Corrections that does not allow an inmate to be assigned to a position (job, school, program, etc.) for more than 2 years.  After review of the 2007-2008 project, 37% of the participants of the participants were veterans with two or more years.  31% have been in the program for more than three years.  This is a security issue, and the policy is in place to prevent inmates from becoming too comfortable with a particular are of the institution and the staff within those areas.  If the project were to continue, six inmates from this past year would no longer be able to participate.

Finally, there is an issue with utilizing a rotation of volunteers for the program.  While I don't question their competence and professionalism, the risk still exists with how the inmates will accept the weekly changes and attempt to push the limits with each individual.  By your design, the Shakespeare project is more than just about the performance.  The insight, empathy and self-awareness pieces that you discuss through the journals made you more than just the director, but a program facilitator.  This promotes a feeling of understanding and trust from the inmates that can be dangerous for volunteers.  This would mean that staff supervision would be required, and as stated earlier, reentry efforts have redirected much of our available staff.


In my appeal of this decision, I asked the warden to consider the following points:

(1) The program can be run on a zero dollar budget (I can provide scripts and costumes), and if necessary the project can also be "scaled down" so that all performances are given in classrooms instead of the gym and visiting area--thus preserving the program's educational value while precluding the need for staff reassignments; 
(2) While the policy restriction that precludes participation longer than 2 years is contrary to the program's goals of promoting commitment, teamwork and mutual accountability, that restriction does not make it impossible for the program to continue (there would be sufficient carryover of former participants and the record shows there is always new interest); and 
(3) The volunteers who would assist with next year's program all have considerable qualifications and extensive experience teaching with The Shakespeare Project at Racine Correctional Institution.  I would be coordinating and monitoring their work on a daily basis. They would be given (I presume) the same training and monitoring that are provided to all prison volunteers--the training and monitoring that makes it possible for them to do their volunteer work without placing an undue burden on corrections staff.   Far from presenting a "security risk," the Shakespeare Project's co-directors' ongoing presence would ensure both continuity and accountability in the program.
Shortly after I submitted this proposal, the warden informed me that The Shakespeare Project was “not approved” for the upcoming year.  The primary reason was a shift in priorities:

…the new Reentry initiative within the Department of Corrections has shifted our philosophy and how we do business.  That being said, a significant amount of our budgetary and staff resources have been redirected.  We are forced to scrutinize programs and take into account the overall effectiveness as well as the number of inmates impacted per dollar spent.

In my appeal to the warden, I argued that The Shakespeare Project could do without its annual $2000 allocation from the institution budget.  I would be willing to cover any costs out of pocket.  I was also quite willing to make adjustments in the structure of the program in order to minimize any impact on “staff resources.”  Unfortunately, the warden did not find these suggestions persuasive, and without further comment, he reaffirmed his decision to cancel the program.

As someone deeply committed to the value of arts programming in correctional settings, I saw this crisis as a challenge, and an opportunity.  In the following weeks and months, I reviewed the goals, the process, and the outcomes of The Shakespeare Project, in order to further improve the program, and also to find ways to better communicate the value of this program in the correctional setting.  My ultimate objective is to resurrect The Shakespeare Project—if not at Racine Correctional Institution, then at another prison within traveling distance from my base in southeastern Wisconsin. 

In the remainder of this essay, I will share some of my reasons for recognizing The Shakespeare Project as a unique and uniquely valuable program in preparing offenders for reentry and reintegration1 into their communities.  I hope that this explanation will be convincing to wardens and other prison officials in the state of Wisconsin, and I hope that it will also serve as a useful example of advocacy for other practitioners and proponents of arts in corrections.

Re-entry and reintegration

Within the past decade, there has been a growing awareness that more attention needs to be paid to the process of offender re-entry and reintegration.   According to the most recent U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 650,000 formerly incarcerated persons will return to our communities each year.  Nearly two thirds of them will return to prison within three years of release.  Clearly, more effective strategies need to be developed to prepare inmates for successful and sustainable reintegration into society.  This need was recognized by President Bush, when in his 2004 State of the Union address he urged Congress to allocate $300 million over three years to support reentry.  “Since then, the U.S. Departments of Labor and Justice have provided grant funding under the Prisoner Reentry Initiative, centering on the return of nonviolent offenders to selected urban communities” (Collins, 2007).   The most innovative approaches to reentry suggest a comprehensive strategy that plans for prisoner reintegration throughout the processing of a criminal case (Rosenthal and Wolf, 2004).  

The Wisconsin Department of Corrections has received multiple grants from the U.S. Department of Justice’s Reentry Initiative, including $2,000,000 for the Wisconsin Going Home Project (2003-2006).  The goal of the Going Home Project, which focuses on serious juvenile offenders in two major urban areas (Milwaukee and Brown counties), is to provide comprehensive transitional programming and support for delinquent youth so that they “will be better prepared to live crime-free and productive lives resulting in decreased risks to the community and more positive outcomes for the youth and families”  (Wisconsin Department of Corrections (WDC)).  The project helps to provide substance abuse and mental health services, and pre-employment training, educational and literacy programming, job training skills, and job placement.  Through the three phases of the program (institution—transition—stabilization), “representatives from the correctional facility, committing county, community supervision staff, families, youth, schools, workforce development agencies and other community service providers work cooperatively… in order to address needs of the youth and family as well as to build upon strengths”  (WDC).

The Going Home Project is of course just one example of the kind of effort that needs to be made in every community across Wisconsin, and throughout the United States, in order to slow and eventually stop the revolving doors of re-arrest, reconviction and re-incarceration. 

The Shakespeare Project:  A Model Program for Prisoner Reentry?

Clearly, efforts to improve ex-offenders’ reentry and reintegration need to be broad, systemic, multi-faceted, and sustained in order to be successful.  I will argue here that The Shakespeare Project (TSP) has played, and can continue to play, an important role in these efforts.  Indeed, TSP can serve as model program for other correctional institutions and communities to consider.  The objectives, process and outcomes of The Shakespeare Project are all geared toward corrections’ oft-stated goals of “positive development,”  “learning,” “growth,”  and successful re-entry into the community, where the formerly incarcerated can live “crime-free and productive lives.”   

The overarching values that guide The Shakespeare Project are those that foster the development of the incarcerated individual, with an aim toward re-integration in the community:

· individual empowerment (an increased sense of dignity, discipline, creativity, and capability)

· relational responsibility (an increased sense of belonging, accountability, and

empathy)

· moral imagination (a critical and compassionate understanding of the psychological, historical, social, cultural, and spiritual dimensions of our shared humanity)

The specific goals that help realize those values:  cultural literacy (familiarity and facility with Shakespeare’s language, plots, characters, and themes); performance (acting ability); empathy (appreciation, respect, and concern for others), insight (the ability to reflect on and critique patterns of perceiving, thinking, feeling, acting, and responding); self-awareness (the ability to apply insight to oneself); teamwork (listening to and respecting one another)); and playfulness (humor, gentleness, kindness, and creativity—the healthy exercise of imagination).  

The TSP process involves (1) theatre games and exercises for the purpose of building an ensemble; (2) the study and discussion of Shakespeare’s text; (3) a critical exploration of the play’s themes and the character’s choices, and reflections on how they apply to one’s own life; (4) training in the performance of Shakespearean verse; (5) practice in all the arts of theatre production; (6) multiple performances of the play; (7) positive engagement with each other, with guest artists, and with inmate and public audiences; and (8) practice in facing and managing conflict (whether psychological, interpersonal, or institutional).  

At this point in the discussion, I hope it is clear that the goals and the process of The Shakespeare Project are consistent with the long-term objectives of inmate re-entry and reintegration.   TSP is an education program, and research consistently shows that inmates who participate in education programs are less likely to return to prison than those who do not.  After a review of seven major studies conducted over a ten-year period (1994-2003), Karpowitz and Kenner concluded that “Prison-based education is the single most effective tool for lowering recidivism”  (2003). 

TSP is also a major creative project that calls upon prisoners to access and develop the best parts of themselves.  The collaborative process of The Shakespeare Project provides participants with repeated opportunities to practice teamwork, to develop skills in self-expression and social interaction, and to become more adept at problem-solving.  These abilities are precisely the ones that are needed to make them more successful in their interactions with family, with the community, and in the workplace.  Overwhelmingly, surveys of employers consistently show that they consider the transferable “people skills” of effective self-expression, interpersonal communication,  creativity, critical thinking, and problem-solving to be the most important considerations in evaluating the suitability of a new hire—more important than specific technical skills, which can often be learned on the job.  The results of a University of Minnesota employer survey (for example) showed the following results (2005):

What are the most important skills necessary for identifying a strong applicant for your hiring needs?

1. Interpersonal communication

2. Ability to work on a team

3. Problem solving

4. Ability to learn new ideas quickly

5. Leadership

6. Competent in field of study

7. Oral communication

8. Creative thinking

9. Ability to work with a diverse workforce

10. Analytical thinking

While all of this makes a good prima facie case for The Shakespeare Project, it is also necessary to measure outcomes.  In the first four years of TSP, we have made use of multiple measures, including tracking participants’ discipline records and rates of recidivism, and soliciting evaluations from inmates, prison staff, and community members.  Furthermore, as a communication scholar, I am particularly interested in the ways we can measure success by documenting what occurs in the communication process itself.  What might be revealed through an examination of the inmates’ writings and interactions during the time that they participate in The Shakespeare Project?  If “success” cannot be found in what the inmates actually say and do, where else can it be found?  In his Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle called for us to attend to “the goods inherent in practices.” 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will examine the goods inherent in journal writing—one of the practices that make up the larger system of practices known as The Shakespeare Project.  I am grateful to the members of The Muddy Flower Theatre Troupe for their assistance and their permission to use this material.  (Note:  In the passages that follow, I have substituted pseudonyms for the inmates’ real names.)

Use of the Journal in The Shakespeare Project

Educators generally acknowledge the value of the course-based journal as a powerful medium for integrating classroom knowledge with personal thought and experience.  Repeated exercise in written self-reflection can also enhance self-awareness, increase facility with language, aid in the development of critical thinking skills, and promote “self-authorship”:  the ability to see oneself as the author of one’s own experience, along with the freedom and the responsibility that this entails.  During the course of The Shakespeare Project, participants are invited to explore Shakespeare’s themes, characters and language; to reflect on the challenges they face in playing their roles; to think through conflicts they inevitably run into during the nine-month process; and to apply these lessons to other aspects of their lives (for example, their habitual ways of dealing with conflict).

One type of journal entry calls for the men to quote a line from the play that for some reason captures their imagination, to explain the meaning of the line in context, and then to relate it to their own lives in some way.  Bill, the inmate playing the role of Gloucester, chose one of Lear’s lines for this exercise (II.ii.453-456):


O reason not the need! Our basest beggars

Are in the poorest thing superfluous.

Allow not nature more than nature needs,

Man's life is as cheap as beast's.

In his discussion of the line in context, Bill explains the circumstances (Lear’s daughters Goneril and Regan are questioning his need to keep even one from his former retinue of knights), then explores both the daughters’ perspective, and Lear’s.  According to Bill, the daughters see Lear as “a child with a loaded gun,” while Lear is deeply wounded that those who he “has fathered, raised, protected, provided for all these years”  would even “question his want/desire much less “need” to keep this retinue.”   In terms of relating the passage to his own experience, Bill has this to say:

I can surely relate to this—being in prison.  We are only “allowed” certain things.  There is a tendency to “want”/need everything that we can have.  And the battle between inmate and staff is that we can have these things within the allowable limits, but they are always changing the rules and limits, and other arbitrary requirements.   Such as:  if you have what is allowed within limits, they get you by saying it all has to fit in a 32” x 16” x 16” box—anything that does not fit—even though you are allowed to have it has to be sent out.  So can you really have it?  This dehumanizes us…’

In my written response to Bill, I suggested another possible dimension to Lear’s complaint:

It’s interesting to me that earlier in the play Lear claims to “unburthened, crawl toward death.”   To want to do that.  Like an elderly person in our own time moving into assisted living, he sees the necessity and perhaps the wisdom of “paring down.”  There is a spiritual discipline in letting go as we approach death—

Lear speaks the words, but doesn’t really understand or mean them.  He can’t let go of his pride, his need for constant love and reassurance from his daughters…  and most of all, he can’t let go of Cordelia.

I then address Bill’s comments on how Lear’s lines resonate with his prison experience:

I didn’t realize everything had to fit into a box—but (and I don’t mean to be insensitive here) I can see how space limitations would require such a restriction—I guess the limitation is a painful way of helping you to decide what’s most important to you—

The value of Bill’s journal entry (and my response) is first, that it provides a vehicle for him to practice perspective-taking and empathy (understanding the positions of both Lear and his daughters in their conflict with each other).  Then, in applying Lear’s lines to his own situation, Bill shows an ability to extend a compassionate awareness to his own situation.  This provides me, as Bill’s reader/respondent, with an opportunity to acknowledge his insights, and to extend them.  In both Lear’s case and his own, I suggest meanings that point beyond self-pity and toward spiritual growth.

The journal can also be a site for raising and working through issues that arise during rehearsals.  One of the challenges we faced with King Lear was in finding and keeping a man in the lead role.  After two inmate actors vacated the role (for very different reasons), I volunteered to fill the gap.  So it was that Jayden, who played the Fool, found himself in the position of being “doubly directed” by me, since now I was both director of the play, and his King.  I was unaware of any problems with this arrangement until I came across an entry in Jayden’s journal titled Communication Conflict!?  In that entry, he referred to Act II, Scene 4:  

There was a point when you delivered your line then the character of the Fool was 

to follow after Lear…  when you came at me, you pulled me with a force.  You have a tendency of pulling at my sweatshirt during times when you want me somewhere.

Jayden saw this behavior, along with a certain “joviality” in my speech and manner, as an effort to “lampoon” him “in front of the guys.”   He also felt like I had publicly questioned his intelligence at times, and on one occasion had snapped at him when he forgot his cue and cut off one of my lines.  In his search for a possible motivation for my actions, Jayden’s thoughts went (understandably) to my perceptions of him as a prisoner—and as someone who had made himself vulnerable to me by writing (earlier) in some detail about his life on the street: 

I’m not your average inmate…  Don’t allow my past or my mistakes or my weaknesses to give you a wrong impression of me.  I feel belittled and sometimes feel like I’m not even motivated in participating in this play.   When you do these things, Sir, you’re showing me that you’re treating me like I’m some kind of floozy, bitch, or whatever have you.  I am far, far from these things.  I am a very strong-minded, talented, and passionate black man who made mistakes, that’s all.

It is difficult even now for me to revisit the raw pain expressed in these lines.  At the time I first read them, I was set back on my heels, and had to give some real thought to my behavior.  I had to face the fact that my energetic, “hands on” approach as a director, however well-intentioned, might not be the best approach for the prison setting.  I also considered the fact that the character I was playing (Lear) is a cranky old bugger.  Perhaps I was sometimes blurring the lines between my characterization and my actions as a director.  Maybe I was more of a cranky old bugger than I had previously cared to admit…  And was it possible that I was also acting unconsciously out of my privileged positions:  free (not locked up), white, older, and with a post-graduate education?  This was even more difficult for me to look at, since I had always prided myself in my humility, and my respectful, collaborative approach to teaching.  

In my five-page written response to Jayden, I thanked him for his “honest and carefully expressed concerns.”  I assured him:  “I value you highly as a person and as an actor, and I want my actions to show that.”  I explained that my tug on his sweatshirt at the end of Act II, Scene 4 was performed in character, as Lear expresses his desperation and need for support (“O Fool, I shall go mad!”).  If that made him feel uncomfortable, I was willing to change the blocking.  I also promised to be more aware of my words and actions:  “When things get stressful and people make mistakes, I sometimes use humor as a way to relieve the tension—and I never want it to be at anybody’s expense.”  I again expressed my appreciation to Jayden for his directness in raising these issues, and I asked him to let me know if by chance I crossed any boundaries with him in the future.  In closing, I asked him to let me know if I had understood him properly, and if my replies made sense.  In his next journal entry, Jayden accepted my responses to his concerns, and at the same time acknowledged that his perceptions might be playing a role:  “Perhaps I am too superconscious about things or maybe I’m jumping to conclusions.”   He affirmed his confidence in me as his director, and promised to approach me directly if at some time in the future he felt I was being “offensive or sarcastic.”

The journal was an effective medium for Jayden to raise his concerns with me because it provided both of us with a zone of privacy to consider matters that might have been face-threatening for both of us in a public context.  Also, the medium of written reflection allowed both of us the time to carefully consider and compose our thoughts before sharing them with one another.  In working through this “communication conflict,” Jayden practiced self-awareness, assertiveness, and relationally sensitive problem-solving—capacities that will serve him well as he manages the transition from prison to community.  And in recognizing his concerns and reflecting on my own behavior, I was able to acknowledge that, like Jayden, I was “a very strong-minded, talented, and passionate man” who sometimes “made mistakes.”   

Whatever else it entails, the reintegration of inmate to community may also require us do this subtle and difficult work:  of reintegrating aspects of our own divided consciousness—recognizing our “shadows” (those cut-off aspects of ourselves that we tend to project onto others).  This will mean that both inmates (and those of us who work with them) will need to recognize and own our worth and our talents, as well as our neediness and our aggression.  Only in this way will we be able to see the offender in the free person, and the free person in the offender.  Only in this way will we be able to heal, and to grow, as individuals, as communities, and as a nation.  This will happen not in one blinding moment of insight, but step by step, journal entry by journal entry, in countless interactions with one another:  furious and gentle, honest and forgiving.
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