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COMMUNITY AND JUSTICE

COMMUNITY, JUSTICE
AND THE POWER OF ARTS
Fiona McKenzie on the work of Centrestage, Kilmarnock
I HAVE ALWAYS believed in the power of the arts to create
community and Centrestage has been a community built
around music since 2006. For me, the essential ingredient for
reimagining justice is through the restoration of community;
a context in which we choose to be accountable rather
than entitled, showing a willingness to care for the whole
community and an awareness of the part we can all play in its
creation. Entitlement sees us waiting for others to create the
future that we feel we deserve.
Community can be restored with a hand up, not a hand
out, through compassion tempered with reality, giving a voice
to the victim, a purposeful, positive path for the offender,
and giving both voice and purpose to communities damaged
by crime, making them part of the wider solution. ‘Fixing’
offenders is not an exclusive issue for social and justice
services. Our offenders are a product of our community and
the community can and should be allowed to play a part in
individual and collective solutions.
For 20 years before founding Centrestage, I was a music
teacher and it was in our extra-curricular activities that I learned
about belonging: the feeling that comes from being allowed
to play a part in something that you can’t create alone. Visible
or invisible, if you’re on the team, part of the community,
you matter. Many of the teenagers that took part were the
outsiders of the school: the ones who struggled to articulate
their feelings, whose behaviour challenged the determined and
accepted norm, who had limitless, unchannelled energy, who
eventually were expelled.
They could fit our music system but not the school system.
Back then, I didn’t question why. I didn’t understand how
important supporting these outsiders to be included would
be to our future. All we knew was that we wanted to build a
theatre for anyone, regardless of age, ability or background, to
take part. It sounds simple and to us, it was, but not everyone
shared our belief.
Over the past 10 years our community has grown with us.
We see over 2500 people every week, aged four weeks to 106
yrs, in surroundings ranging from prison to care homes, from
schools to villages, but music is our first language and allows us
to build relationships through conversations: to smile first.
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We know that the arts can catalyse change. We know
that people can change and can make change. We know that
communities can give each other a hand up. When people are
believed in and when they are supported to show that they
can, they do.
The root of the poverty of aspiration and dysfunction seen
across too many communities is the breakdown of traditional
values of relentless patience, kindness, nurture, boundaries
and consequences. Patience and tolerance can be the glue
that binds our community together. It can also be the glue that
could bind service delivery and partnerships. Yet, community
can sometimes have the mindset of allowing the ‘good’ folk
in and keeping the ‘bad’ folk out, refusing to acknowledge
that the problems caused by labelling and alienating entire
generations is now impacting on us all, financially, socially and
morally.
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Our most enterprising young people are often those who
resist or who do not fit the mainstream system. Unfortunately,
this is rarely seen as a strength within many schools. Thus, we
expel our most naturally enterprising young people, many
of those who are already excluded from their families and
communities, leaving them to hone their skills in the places
that welcome them, in the only community that allows them to
belong.
Why is exclusion and being part of our ‘care’ system usually
just a fast-track to custody? We have to include these excluded
young people to prevent them being the inevitable statistics
that are evidenced when community stops including.
At Centrestage, we are privileged to be able to work
with communities and individuals who are experiencing real
deprivations. Yet every community, regardless of setting, has a
history, usually a great one. Every community has great people.
Every community has potential. We have to start talking
potential, not poverty: finding solutions though conversations,
not interrogations.

Our most enterprising young people
are often those who resist or who
do not fit the mainstream system.
Unfortunately, this is rarely seen as a
strength within many schools
We can’t expect the most vulnerable, disengaged and
labelled folks within our communities to move forward until
they are stabilised and dignified. But the chaos in which so
many of them are living today is neither of these. Relentless
time, patience and kindness is required from all of us privileged
with the responsibility of supporting them in moving forward.
Because why should they try to write a new chapter if they
are always to be defined by the negative label of the past? The
ex-addict, ex-offender, excluded, non-academic …
If they are to be continually rejected, why should they
change?
If they are to always be defined by their past label, how can
they ever find out who they are, let alone who they could be?
If no-one will give them the time to teach them how to
belong, why should they try to be included?
It’s far easier to control than to care; to label rather than
listen.
And it’s not a money issue. Money helps but money doesn’t
heal broken people and broken communities. Only time and
care really helps the people and places that need the most
support.
Catalyst Project
Our Catalyst project provides pre and post release
support for men released from HMP Kilmarnock across three
stages: working towards education, employment or crucially
enterprise. We have, in almost all cases, learned their stories
from the men themselves and not in first instance from
agencies or professionals. This allows us to put supports in
place as a direct response to the needs presented by the men.
We are learning as we go, learning from them and have made
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mistakes along the way but each learning has taken us closer to
providing a service that truly supports the needs of each man,
allowing him to look forward with fresh eyes and not continually
revisiting past actions and events. We cannot change the past
but can help write a new future.
This is not easy or comfortable in any circumstance but
one of the most positive outcomes of this approach is stronger
family relationships, especially in their roles as sons, partners and
fathers. As we can signpost family members to other Centrestage
Community activities, relationships can be built again informally;
over coffee, playing with their children in a pre-school class, or
attending a show as a family.
We do not pretend or need to know all the answers. Our
purpose is to build relationships, know some of the answers and
know the agencies and individuals who can quickly help where
we cannot. This approach stabilises and builds trust. The men
are a product of the community and the community has to be
allowed to play a role in supporting and including them.
No single individual, agency or sector can do it all, nor should
they feel they have to.
Key has been creating the strongest team of people to
deliver Catalyst, who can support each other as they work
towards unlocking the potential of each participant. Their ability
to build positive relationships that both nurture and challenge
whilst creating a sense of purpose and hope is complemented by
relentless patience and humour in the face of often repeatedly
chaotic behaviour as the men come to realise that to reach a new
destination they have to learn new behaviours and make new
choices.
There’s a story behind every person. There’s a reason why
they’re the way they are. There’s a reason why they behave the
way they do.
More time listening and really caring about what is being said
has a huge impact. Seeing the individual beyond the label and
finding out their ‘Why?’
There’s a lovely quote from Roald Dahl: “… Watch with
sparkling eyes the whole world around you because the greatest
secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places. Those who
don’t believe in magic will never find it” (from The Minpins, 1991).
So many individuals and communities need to find their
magic again. They’ll only find it if we believe in them and
empower them to aspire beyond what has been, to dream about
what could be and to support their journey. Each community has
its own solutions. They just need to ask the right questions of the
right people – but for that to happen, people have to reconnect
and build relationships again; to talk to people and not to labels,
to know the people behind the statistics.
It takes a village … We can all pay forward the time, support
and belief that we have had from our families and communities
to support those trying and often struggling against the odds to
write a new story. And when enough people believe that way,
what seems impossible can become the new normal. And if we
try it, what’s the best that can happen?

Based in Ayrshire, Fiona McKenzie founded the social
enterprise Centrestage Music Theatre CIC in 2006
followed by Centrestage Communities Ltd in 2008.
http://www.centrestagecommunities.org.uk/
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