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ARTS AND JUSTICE IN PRACTICE: COMMUNITIES

JUSTICE WITH
OR JUSTICE FOR?
Alison Urie

Scottish Justice Matters : March 2014

HOT CHOCOLATE TRUST is a youth
community organisation in Dundee’s
city centre. It is a place where people
make and eat food together, make music
together, make films together and reimagine the city together.
It is also a place where young people
show up with their life in a bin bag,
emerge from the toilet with two lines on
a pregnancy test kit, run for refuge when
their girlfriend’s older brother is in town
to batter them, and show up en masse
when their friend commits suicide.
We started as a few friends in our
early 20s with an interest in youth work
getting to know the young people that
hung about Dundee’s city centre, sharing
hot chocolate together on cold winter
days. Hot Chocolate quickly became
a place of creativity and community.
Determined not to put on activity for
young people, but to get to know them
and facilitate the opportunities they
initiated, it has grown through the
hospitable fusion of clashing cultures.
The young people were in bands
and had nowhere to practice: together
we made part of the Church building
where we gather into a practice and
gig space. They were getting charged
for breach of the peace skating in the
city: we worked together with designers
to shape an outdoor skatepark. They
were passionate about drawing and
photography but getting kicked out
of school: we worked with local artists
to create a massive artwork hoarding
to put in front of the recently demised
Fopp in our neighbouring shopping
centre. The social issues stemming from
poverty were writ large, but rather
than put on sessions on drugs, safe sex
and alternatives to violence, we wrote
songs on ‘war and peace’, made films on
themes of identity to screen publicly, and
made a cardboard city dreaming of the
Dundee we all wanted to work towards
living in.
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Hot Chocolate is a place that is ‘strangely educational’, in
the words of a young person. Two-way learning and research
is embedded in everything. Constant honest reflection on
practice and capturing of journeys is carried out in the most
creative ways possible. And before embarking on anything,
always asking ‘what kind of day is it today?’, and ‘are we putting
on activity here, or letting others create and learn through
making it themselves?’
This is no great utopia. It is a place of grit and grief and
frustration. But it’s a place of hope, where creativity and
imagination for the sake of social change are worked out in a
context of living with rather than doing for.
As one of those 20-somethings in on the first mug, Hot
Chocolate marked a formative 10 years of my life. It continues
to go from strength to strength now, some 3 years after I have
moved on. Nothing of the principles described above have been
lost in what it is today, having only matured and developed.
Understanding the kinds of backgrounds young people
who engage in offending behaviour come from is invaluable
insight in being able to treat people within criminal justice
This is no great utopia … but it’s a
as individuals with skills and gifts and potential. There is also
place of hope, where creativity and
something of the liminal space of adolescence, at its best a time
to grow and develop through, at its worst a place where people
imagination for the sake of social
stuck and can’t get out of, which resonates with the liminal
change are worked out in a context of get
place at the margins of our society that prison holds.
living with rather than doing for.
I also have a burning sense of justice that, just in the way
that many of the young people in Hot Chocolate have been
marginalised from wider society, many caught up in the criminal
I am now in my first year of a new adventure in Vox Liminis, it justice system are there as a result of social ills in which we
leaves ingrained in me a set of values that I need to grapple with are complicit. The sociologist and prophet Zygmunt Bauman
in an entirely different cultural context.
talks of ‘human waste’, or ‘wasted lives’ as metaphor for the
Vox Liminis is a collection of artists, academics and
ostracising of those who are deemed economically superfluous.
experienced community workers, developing creative practice
How might creative arts simultaneously be a forum that lets
in criminal justice. Beginning within the prison context and
people in the criminal justice system tell a different story or sing
focused on music, we have run a choir in HMP Barlinnie, and are a different song, that doesn’t only re-imagine their own future,
rolling out a series of short songwriting projects in partnership
but also the future of how our society does justice?
with prison Learning Centres. We are about to embark on a
Grappling with the story of Hot Chocolate causes me to ask
partnership project with Families Outside in HMP Addiewell,
a lot of questions of Vox Liminis, and creative arts practice in
making music with imprisoned dads and their children. In time
prisons in general. How do we create a place (in every group)
we plan to develop sustained projects within prisons, growing
that is open enough to be owned and shaped, but challenging
work that stretches between the world inside and outside
enough to be formative? How do the ground-up principles of
prison, in partnership with community-based justice and arts
shaping activity, enhance and not detract from artistic quality?
practitioners.
How do we hold professional boundaries in a risk-appropriate
Vox Liminis are also hosting a series of conversations
way, while being open to the relational and community aspect
between people with convictions, artists and academics in
of justice as human interaction? Ultimately, can we do ‘justice
a project called Distant Voices, exploring the place of the
with’ rather than ‘justice for’ in a hospitable, creative, fusion of
arts in developing public dialogue on matters of crime and
clashing cultures within criminal justice?
punishment.
It is based on the belief that through the arts, people
Hot Chocolate Trust, Dundee [ www.hotchocolate.org.uk]
connect emotionally with themselves then others as they
Vox Liminis is a brand new Scottish venture, developing creative practice
discover their own voice. Over time and from the inside out,
within criminal justice [ www.voxliminis.co.uk]
individuals, communities and wider society can ignite their own
creativity to recreate themselves; first imagining, then living a
After ten years leading the development of Hot
different future.
While work within the prison context may seem far removed Chocolate Trust, and a brief sojourn as a senior
from the freedom of the community-based, community-owned manager in a large third sector organisation, Alison
Urie recently set up Vox Liminis; the latest instalment
place of Hot Chocolate, there are overlapping circumstances
of a career predicated on a commitment to using
and values between Hot Chocolate and Vox Liminis that raise a
creativity for justice.
number of questions in our practice.
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