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Who are you and what is your relationship to El Teatro 
del Barrio (the Theater of the Neighborhood)?

I’m Iñaki Alonso, I’m an architect and I work in the field of architecture 
with an interest in environmental ecology and lately, for six or seven 
years, in issues of social environmentalism. I’m here kind of by chance, 
the world of culture isn’t my world, although architecture is obviously very 
related to culture, but I don’t work in theater. I had a good relationship 
with Alberto San Juan and after traveling with Alberto he told me that 
he wants to set up a theater or manage a theater where a somewhat 
alternative theater can be produced and with a certain political and 
reinvigorating tint. I really like all the collective processes and I convinced 
him to do it from another place. I told him: “Since you want to tell 
how to change things, change them in the way you do things” and 
that’s why I ended up developing and founding Teatro del Barrio.

What type of cooperative is El Teatro del Barrio 
(the Neighborhood Theatre)?

It is a legal form where the partners become part of the company. 
Through a contribution of one hundred euros to the social capital, 
any person who wants can be part of the company. With this we 
build collective enterprises, with all this model’s positive and negative 
aspects but positive in the sense that people are empowered in the 
process, they belong to the process, and by belonging to the process 
they can make decisions, they can be involved in building the culture 
they want. So, if there’s an affinity with the project, well, you join the 
project and together we will build the theater we want to have.

Who works at this cooperative?

The cooperative is a cooperative of cultural consumption, so people 
become partners to be consumers of that culture, and then the cooperative 
hires people who work within the theater. It isn’t a workers’ cooperative, 
it is a cooperative of services, specifically cultural consumption. Then 
the workers may or may not be from the cooperative, in fact, people 
are hired without consideration of whether or not they are from the 
cooperative; they look for the best worker for that position. If that worker 
then decides to join the cooperative because he or she is involved with 
the project, then perfect. So, I would say that seventy percent of the 
working people are members of the cooperative, but there’s no direct 
relationship like in a workers’ cooperative. Right now there are ten people 
working: two work in the bar, two are technicians, and six in the office.
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El Teatro del Barrio is a political project. Can you tell us 
about the meaning of this political dimension?

We refer to the daily life of politics because in the end, politics is everything. We 
believe that politics isn’t just elections every four years, and here we’re really involved 
in the politics of everyday life. Every decision of every day is a political decision; what 
I buy in the supermarket is a political decision, who I have my electrical contract 
with is a political decision. We try to change that global vision where politics is 
about politicians and certain times, every four or six years. Politics is not about 
politicians, it’s about citizens, and the certain times are today and now and every 
time I do something. So that vision of transformation of the paradigm of politics is 
important. We try to make a political theater from that point of view. That’s why it’s 
very related to the political realm and we talk a lot about responsible consumption 
and we spread the message that everything is political and that when we want to 
transform things from one sector, many other sectors are involved. If you want to 
change things from the theater, you can’t forget what happens in other places. That’s 
why there are signs that you see in the theater like, “This cooperative consumes 
renewable energy.” It’s not that our fight is in culture here, and then there are the 
rest of the fights over there. It’s that all the fights are very related, what happens 
in the field of culture with what happens in energy, with what happens in the 
world of finance, banking or food. Then politics, seen from that point of view, of 
the everyday, is a daily responsibility from a complex and multi-sectoral vision.

When speaking about this project as a part of a “citizen’s 
movement,” what movement are you referring to?

Right, we refer fundamentally to this 15M awakening claiming another democracy, 
other ways of doing. We also said –– we’ve been going out to the streets for a long 
time, demanding that things change from above, what politicians should do, but 
we, as citizens, have a great responsibility that things change, so we said, “Go out 
to the street; you have to keep going out to fight for the most just things—for the 
social issues, for the environmental issues, for health— but we cannot stop or stay 
at home or be in the street fighting. We have to, at the same time, build projects 
that identify with what we are defending.” So, when you go out to the streets to 
protest you are trying to change things, but from a traditional paradigm, right? From 
up to down, from top to bottom. But we can also change things from the bottom 
up. That change of vision is the change of not so much going out to the streets 
as to start building projects. Imagine that now two million people in Spain change 
from the regular banking to an ethical bank, well, then banking would be radically 
changed in this country. Or that two or three million people decide to consume 
theater of this type, then it changes the paradigm of how theater works. So, we 
have a lot of responsibility as citizens; we cannot limit ourselves only to going out to 
the streets to protest so that the people from above can change things as we want; 
but we have to kind of provide an example and build processes we believe in.

Was El Teatro del Barrio born from 15M?

No, it was independent. But there is a lot of interrelation between their forms. The 
15M was a moment of creating a space to debate and build assemblies in the squares 
and to think about how we do this to generate collective processes. In El Teatro del 
Barrio, the first thing we did was open five or six sessions where we invited everyone 
we knew to tell them, “Hey, we have this idea, do you want to get involved? What 
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do you think?” In that sense, it has a lot of similarities in the sense of constructing 
spaces for questioning. When you build a questioning space, people interact or 
join in, or not, and shape it, don’t they? And well, that is the similarity in method.

What is the relationship between El Teatro del Barrio and the Institutions?

The relationship with the Institutions is to seek support and try to gain favor for this 
type of theater. Then we associate with other collectives and cultural agents and we do 
a little lobbying, pressure, because the whole issue of VAT, taxes on culture. We try to 
pressure the Administration to consider that culture is a form of education and that it 
is necessary for society. So, they have to take care of it and favor it and that part seems 
not to be very internalized by the Administration. We do not want anyone’s house to 
be related to politics or the Institution. This is not a body that depends on the City of 
Madrid or the Community of Madrid or any institution of this type. Nor is it, however 
much one wants to relate, the house of Podemos or any political party. That came from 
within the DNA of the Theater from the beginning. There have been many things that 
have been done about politicians, but no political party can organize anything here. 
You can organize a televised interview and bring on one or two politicians and have a 
debate, or any other organization can hold a debate. When the political party Podemos 
was introduced, a group of people was introduced to consult with citizens if they were 
going to assemble a political party, right? And it was presented here at El Teatro del 
Barrio. From there came a digital consultation, and that came out with great strength, 
right? And then Podemos was assembled, and since then there has been no political 
act here of Podemos as an institution. We want to transcend political parties and try 
to be a little transversal in order to generate independence and not get tied to anyone. 
We want this to be the home of many people,  not exclusive but inclusive.  And that’s 
an important part, because if not, in the end we create ghettos where people feel 
excluded. And here there are people who feel excluded, but by personal choice of each 
individual because at El Teatro del Barrio, we always have the intention to be inclusive.

What is la Universidad del Barrio (the Neighborhood University)?

El Teatro del Barrio has two free spaces for citizens: one is La Universidad del Barrio, 
and another is Citizen Tuesdays. The University tries to generate training around two 
fields: history and economics. It also tries to generate alternate views on the economy. 
We have a vision of the world from a neoliberal economic perspective, where the 
economy seems to be the only lens through which you can look at the world, and 
ninety or ninety-nine percent of the decisions have to be made from the perspective 
of the economy. But today we know that there are other economic movements, other 
ways of seeing the economy, and the economy has to be accompanied by these other 
views. It can’t be a monolithic view. So, we work with visions of all kinds: triple balance, 
economy of the common good, the blue economy. Different visions to generate a 
wide array of viewpoints, a view which is a little more complex, with social indicators, 
environmental indicators, because in the end you see that all economic actions also 
have an impact on social and environmental issues, which, in turn, indirectly, have 
an impact on the economy again. Not being careful with environmental problems 
then generates a series of problems that generates other economic problems. But 
because it’s a vision that’s a bit more long-term than the immediate one of investment, 
the short-term of “this costs so much,” it’s not included in a vision of the traditional 
economy. So, we’re generating training in another way of looking at the economy, 
another way of looking at history. We are not in the University; we do not give degrees, 
and it is not a traditional university from the traditional academic perspective.
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La Universidad del Barrio seems to fulfill an unresolved need in the 
traditional university. Why do you think this is happening?

The University is very anchored in certain inertias and ways of seeing things and 
society goes much faster. So, when I see the things that happen in the University 
and how they teach students today and I see the things that are happening in 
society I say, “But, God! When these people go out to work, they’re not going to 
be informed about anything.” That happened to me at the time, but now things 
are moving even faster. I, for example, work on ecological and social architecture 
issues, and at my University, first of all they hadn’t taught me anything about this, 
and they don’t even make space for me to talk about it. I talk about these things in 
other forums, in other debates. Here I’ve been talking about matters of co-housing, 
of ecological projects, but in the University,  they practically don’t invite me to tell 
all this. In the end, you have to tell it in another place. We have to try to mix the 
University’s training with social realities and what is happening nowadays because 
if not, we’re producing another vacuum that’s like a self-training space for you to 
integrate yourself into what society is asking of you. You can leave a university 
and fall into line, which obviously leads to a lot of inertia, but if you want to be 
at the head of thinking and contributing to society, you leave the University, you 
have to train yourself and then you have to integrate yourself into those positions 
that are a bit more leadership-based, more innovative, that contribute something 
to society. So, in that, I see that the University has fallen very far behind.

What kind of people get involved in la Universidad del Barrio?

People who come in person, people who follow it by 
streaming; above all, diversity, a lot of diversity.

How are the activities of Teatro del Barrio programmed? 
What selection criteria are followed?

There is an annual program scheduled three or four months in advance. It’s 
decided by a Programming Commission, which in turn is subdivided into three 
committees: one for children, another for theater, and another for music. We 
were receiving a lot of offers because the Teatro del Barrio was well situated, and 
everyone sent us things that they wanted to show here, right? And that generated 
a problem and a conflict, because we could not accommodate them all, because 
in the end we’re not an alternative theater, in the sense that we can’t promote 
things that would be the public administration’s responsibility. We have a very 
high rent; we have twenty-five thousand euros of expenses here per month, and 
we have to guarantee that the room is seventy-percent filled. What risk does 
that have? Well, it means we can’t experiment or house a lot of experiments 
that could be very nice, but that would put us at risk. So, we have to do a lot 
of quality programming so that people come and experience it; we’re opening 
the door to new things, but always looking for a balance that gives us a certain 
economic sustainability. So, we’ve been learning as members and the programming 
committee as we’ve been forming; it’s been complicated. Now we are transitioning 
from receiving things and choosing from them to going out and saying, “I want 
that particular work to be in the Teatro del Barrio because in the DNA, in the way 
of doing what is being told, it is something fits with our way of doing things.” In 
these three years, we’re learning to go looking little more and to select better.
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El Teatro del Barrio is a playful project. Can you talk 
about the centrality of this aspect? 

Well, because they can steal many things from us or there are many things we 
can’t access, but what they cannot steal from us is joy. It is something that we 
have the obligation to keep in us and be able to defend the things we want from 
there. So that’s a principle that we worked a lot and we insisted that this type of 
projects have to be done from there, from joy. And for that reason, we built another 
space on Fridays called “Dance Nights,” where there’s a live orchestra and we try to 
celebrate. I believe that celebration is one of the fundamental pillars in any collective 
construction. Any collective process has different spaces; there are spaces of proposal 
which are key where people have to propose and say what they think. There are 
other spaces of decision where decisions are made based on a series of proposals, 
and collectively  what is most important is decided. There are spaces for conflict 
resolution because we’re people and you build the common project from people’s 
emotions, and sometimes this generates conflicts among the people and you have 
to know how to solve them and dedicate spaces to solve emotional conflict. We 
can’t get into any common process thinking that there’s never going to be a conflict, 
there are always conflicts, but we have to find the mechanisms to know how to solve 
them, and the spaces to do so. And finally, the spaces for celebration. If everything is 
work, decisions, and conflicts, and we don’t have spaces to celebrate the milestones 
we’re achieving, the victories or even failed efforts, any collective process will exhaust 
itself. So, in this sense, celebration and joy are key points in any collective process.

Thinking about the relationship of El Teatro del Barrio with other 
theatres, is the prevailing norm that of competition or collaboration?

No, here I think there’s more cooperation. I’m not so much involved in that 
part in relationships with other theaters. We have a relationship with the 
theater La Mirador, for example, Juan Diego Boto comes here a lot, we go 
there, to the Mirador, and there is a relationship. Also, Alberto and Juan 
have known each other for a long time and so there’s a strong brotherhood, 
and with other theaters as well. I don’t see much competition.

How do you combine the spheres of the sciences and humanities in this project? 

In architecture, we work in both worlds. I always tell how when I played rugby, the 
team emblem was a compass and a rose. The compass representing the technical part 
and the rose the human part, emotional and more creative. So architecture moves in 
both worlds. For me, it’s important as a collective process because I in architecture 
also work to build collective processes. There came a moment in architecture that I 
said to myself: “this about building houses so that people move into these houses; I 
have already decided how they are going to live.” If I build a block of houses, I have 
already decided how they will live. But, on the other hand, if I build a community 
and accompany in deciding how they want to live, the vision changes completely. So 
now I build houses for communities and I accompany them in the decision making 
process of if they want to have a covering with an orchard, a common laundry, or 
if they want to have common spaces for guests. So, there’s a similarity in terms 
of the construction process of collectives and their dynamics of construction. For 
me, the Theater has also been a laboratory for collective construction, for learning 
how to build a theater. You take out many things that are then used to construct 
a building from the perspective of constructing dynamic, social communities.
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What culture are we talking about in El Teatro del Barrio?

The culture is related to everything we do every day. In the end, culture is very closely 
related to our customs, our habits, our ways of doing things. I think that’s where we 
have to build a powerful culture. A cultural fabric that makes us, not different, but at 
least that opens doors for us to see ourselves from other points of view. Culture is 
also a process that can build processes of subjectification taking us to other places, 
other ways of understanding reality. I believe that culture in this sense has a lot of 
responsibility because it can make us leave this paradigm and see other paradigms.

Do you think El Teatro del Barrio participates in the 
process of Co-education (collective education)?

Co-education ... well, now we live in what I and many other people have understood 
as the revolution of the common for a lot of time… not so much time, we could say 
it’s been since Elinor Ostrom was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics on “common 
goods.” We have co-housing, co-education, co-everything. We are rethinking society 
as something that’s been intrinsic to humanity since it was born and that the capitalist 
system has annihilated in favor of an excessive individualism. In this revolution 
of the common, education has a very important part in common construction 
or the responsibility to educate ourselves again in these new values, right? So, I 
understand co-education — it’s not a term I knew before — I understand it not so 
much as something where some teach and others learn, but in how we teach each 
other and learn from each other in order to evolve towards other points of view.

How has the process of funding this project been?

I’m not telling you that everything was rosy because there have been many 
complications, it’s made us sweat, and at certain times we said, “We have to close this 
project,” and then we said “No, no, let’s do it this way or that way....” If we had closed I 
could talk to you about failure, but we have not close so I can talk about potholes, I can 
talk about hard times. And not only have we not closed, but we are in the most alive, 
more intense moment. We are starting to produce works that don’t depend only on 
Alberto; members and new people are producing new works. It’s going well financially, 
there are more and more members; that is, this is a really good moment for us.

What would it mean for el Teatro del Barrio to grow in non-capitalist terms?

We had an assembly last week and we asked ourselves that question, because we’ve 
been around for three years and now we have a certain economic sustainability. 
This year it’s going quite well and we met in the fall to think among all of us what it 
means to grow. If you ask me at the end of the year, maybe I can give you a collective 
response. Right now, from my point of view, from an individual response, I believe 
that we’re in a moment of growing internally in terms of learning many more social 
dynamics to make meetings faster, more effective, and resolve conflicts more quickly. 
Making all our collective operation streamlined, being more solid and more experienced. 
This is an experiment. Running a theater with four hundred people is not easy, you have 
to establish governance systems: the governing council, the different commissions, etc. 
So, building all that from a culture that we come from that’s more individualistic is not 
easy; we’ve done it in three years, but now we have to solidify it. You have to improve it 
and you have to grow in that learning and operation, but that’s a more personal vision.
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What would you say is the motor that sustains hope 
in moments of political discontent?

I’m going to say that it’s the “yes you can”; the “yes you can” and the fact that 
later you get into it, and it’s real and it’s tangible and there’s transparency 
and you can do this thing or the other, you can be in the governing council. 
There are none of the ego fights that I’ve encountered, for example, in many 
collective processes. Here, people don’t want to be president, nor do they want 
to compete for more power. There is a very healthy horizontality. In that aspect 
I think that’s very important because, well, collective processes also have that 
problem of ego battles, and I think that that lack here also generates hope.

There are many people who believe that things aren’t working well in the world and 
there are problems but that you can’t do anything through micro-actions. I always say 
the opposite. That one day I decided to consider changing the world and decided to 
change my world through the things I’m connected to. So, being comfortable with 
the way I’m a consumer of politics or energy. Well, there are people who don’t believe 
it. We don’t expect to change the world with Teatro del Barrio, but we do aim to 
change our world and our space, where we come and do the things we believe and 
have a place where we collectively build a vision of culture, theater, and the world.

So, I don’t set very high goals, and for people who don’t believe in where the Theater 
is going to go or that is going to change the world, I’d say I don’t think that the Teatro 
del Barrio will change any world but ours. And this has changed me. The world in the 
sense that for me is like an extension of my living room. I have my house, my living 
room, and whenever I want, I come here, I find friends, I have a beer, I chat and it’s a 
space for meeting and growing and learning. Once you find yourself, you share, you 
learn, and you develop. In that sense, I invite all the distrust, all the criticism, all these 
people, for them to share it and if they learn, great, and if they don’t learn but they 
learn from other spaces, other places, fantastic; But they shouldn’t shut themselves 
in and think that there’s nothing to do. I think we have a lot of responsibility there.


