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Abstract: This paper explores how the Spanish playwright José Pa-
dilla interweaves documentary and verbatim theatre practices, real-life 
referents and metatheatrical devices in order to foreground the realities 
of bullying and cyberbullying in his plays Papel (2016) and Golfa (2020). 
Through polyvocality, the documentary use of real names and events, 
and self-referential metatheatrical techniques, Padilla destabilizes the-
atrical boundaries, in turn invoking an active spectatorship and cre-
ating a space conducive to productive dialogue and collaboration that 
considers the notions of oppression, witnessing, and the individual and 
ethical responsibilities of the audience in fostering positive action in 
their own lives. Padilla consciously crafts his works around the real-life 
experiences of teenagers in Spain, a demographic that he considers to 
be frequently ignored and invisibilized both in public space and on 
stage in canonical theatre practices. This paper thereby examines how 

ARTÍCULOS

Acotaciones, 56  enero-junio 2026 449 Recibido/Aceptado: enero 2025–mayo 2026

mailto:apaseroo%40providence.edu%20?subject=
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-2250-3489
https://doi.org/10.32621/acotaciones.2018.41.03 


450

ARTÍCULOS

Acotaciones, 56  enero-junio 2026

Padilla vindicates the experiences and perspectives of teenagers and 
significantly broadens the scope of theatre to reach young audiences 
both within Spain and abroad. By taking as a point of departure the 
thematic frameworks of bullying and cyberbullying and giving voice to 
the previously voiceless teenage populations, Padilla reframes the space 
of the stage as an accessible and empowering site for a growing ethical 
consciousness and social change. 

Keywords: activism, bullying, cyberbullying, José Padilla, theatre

Resumen: Este trabajo explora cómo el dramaturgo español José 
Padilla integra prácticas teatrales documentales y verbatim, referencias 
de la vida real y técnicas metateatrales para resaltar las realidades del 
bullying y el ciberbullying en sus obras Papel (2016) y Golfa (2020). Me-
diante la polivocalidad, el uso documental de nombres y eventos au-
ténticos y la autorreferencialidad del metateatro, Padilla desestabiliza 
los límites teatrales, invocando como resultado un espectador activo y 
creando un espacio para el diálogo productivo y la colaboración que 
considera las nociones de la opresión, el papel del testigo y las respon-
sabilidades éticas e individuales del público y cómo fomentar acción po-
sitiva en sus propias vidas. Padilla escribe sus obras centradas en las 
experiencias de adolescentes españoles, un grupo demográfico que con-
sidera ignorado e invisibilizado con frecuencia en el espacio público y 
sobre el escenario en las prácticas teatrales canónicas. Este artículo exa-
mina cómo Padilla reivindica las experiencias y perspectivas de adoles-
centes y amplía de manera significativa la capacidad el teatro de llegar 
a jóvenes audiencias tanto dentro como fuera de España. Al dar voz a 
los adolescentes y tomar como punto de partida los marcos temáticos del 
bullying y el ciberbullying, Padilla reconfigura el espacio del escenario 
como un lugar de accesibilidad y empoderamiento capaz de cultivar una 
concienciación ética y cambio social.

Palabras clave: activismo, bullying, ciberbullying, José Padilla, tea-
tro
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Summary: 1. Introduction. 2. Bullying in Papel (2016). 3. Cyberbul-
lying and sexual education in Golfa (2020). 4. Conclusion. 5. Bibliogra-
phy. 6. Notes.
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1. Introduction

In an editorial for the newspaper El País published on September 20th, 
2024, Mónica Ceberio Belaza denounced the ongoing silencing and 
institutional inaction surrounding bullying in schools and the ways in 
which relational and interpersonal aggression among peers extends to 
wider social contexts beyond the classroom. Both the date of this piece 
and the author’s last name will likely resonate among readers familiar 
with the case of Jokin Ceberio, the fourteen-year-old teenager from 
Hondarribia, Gipuzkoa who took his own life two decades ago after 
enduring continued verbal threats, insults, and physical assaults for 
over a year from classmates at his high school.1 In what was then the 
first known case in Spain of what SuEllen Fried and Blanche Soland 
have since termed «bullycide» (2011, p. 14), Ceberio’s death launched an 
extensive campaign of media coverage aiming to shed light on the per-
vasive nature of bullying in educational contexts and the environments 
of school settings, and seemed to mark a turning point in discussions 
surrounding early detection, intervention, and prevention in the hopes 
of avoiding a similar tragedy from ever happening in the future (Navar-
rete-Galiano Rodríguez, 2009).2

However, as Ceberio Belaza – Jokin’s cousin – noted «[M]uchas es-
cuelas e institutos han seguido mirando hacia otro lado. Muchos padres 
y madres siguen prefiriendo ignorar o minimizar el maltrato que sus 
hijos ejercen sobre los hijos de otros. Muchos chavales se siguen cal-
lando sin amparar al que sufre, a veces culpándolo por ser débil frente 
a los que agreden» (2024). Despite increasing social awareness and vis-
ibility, a culture of imposed silence continues to shroud bullying to the 
detriment of those who are directly targeted and most immediately suf-
fer the damaging consequences of material, physical, psychological, and 
social victimization.3 Victims of bullying and cyberbullying frequently 
refrain from coming forward and accusing the perpetrators for reasons 
that include fear of direct reprisals, social and peer marginalization and 
isolation, internalized feelings of helplessness, or because of the per-
ception that their immediate familial, institutional, and social networks 
are incapable of offering the adequate support system and contributing 
to any positive change (Cassidy and Watts, 2000). Moreover, Howard 
Cassidy and Vivienne Watts emphasize how bullying is a predominantly 
«clandestine activity […] conducted in secret, out of view of the parents 
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and teachers» (2000, p. 208) often operating in sites of enclosure such as 
bathrooms, hallways, locker rooms, and empty classrooms during pass-
ing periods, breaks or recess. These correspond to the «physical charac-
teristics of school that influence bullying» (2004, p. 124) identified by 
Melissa K. Holt and Melissa A. Keyes. In this context, spatial confine-
ment functions to isolate individuals, and undermines any attempts at 
escape, and impede the ability to seek help.4 

This article aims to explore how the playwright José Padilla (Santa 
Cruz de Tenerife, 1976) interweaves the conventions of documen-
tary theatre practices, real-life referents, and metatheatrical devices 
to foreground the realities of bullying and cyberbullying through his 
plays Papel (2016) and Golfa (2020). These plays constitute especially 
productive case studies since they dramatize social violence while si-
multaneously interrogating the mechanisms through which such vio-
lence is witnessed, mediated, reproduced, and collectively negotiated. 
Drawing on polyphonic structures and polyvocality, the documentary 
inclusion of real names and events, metatheatrical techniques, and tes-
timonial aesthetics, Padilla destabilizes the boundaries of theatricality 
and actuality. By blurring fact and fiction, he invokes an active specta-
torship and creates a space for productive dialogue and collaboration 
that considers the impact of practices of aggression and oppression, the 
role of witnessing and bystander intervention, and the individual and 
ethical responsibilities of the audience in fostering positive action in 
their own lives. Padilla consciously crafts his works around the real-life 
experiences of teenagers in Spain as both characters and actors, a de-
mographic that he considers to be frequently ignored and invisibilized 
both in public space and on stage in canonical theatre practices. Padilla 
thereby vindicates the experiences and perspectives of teenagers while 
broadening the scope of theatre to reach young audiences within Spain 
and abroad. Through the thematic frameworks of bullying and cyber-
bullying, Padilla reframes the space of the stage as an accessible and 
empowering site for a growing ethical consciousness, civic activism, and 
social change. 

Initial studies centered on bullying emerged from the research find-
ings of Norwegian psychologist Dan Olweus and his 1978 book Aggres-
sion in the Schools: Bullies and Whipping Boys where he observes targeted 
behavior «under the designation ‘mobbning’ or ‘mobbing’» (p. 9).5 Up 
to that point, as Elena Blanco-Castilla and Juan Cano Galindo note, 
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instances of collective persecution and physical aggression among peers 
was normalized and viewed as a natural by-product of social interac-
tion: «como discusiones de chiquillos, o cosas que han pasado siempre y 
que existen desde toda la vida» (2019, p. 8). Ander Pérez-Virtus locates 
the emergence of bullying studies in Spain during the decade of the 
1990s (2018, p. 56), although it was not until the year 2000 that the Real 
Academia Española officially adopted the term ‘bullying’ in the dictio-
nary. It took another four years for both ‘bullying’ and ‘acoso escolar,’ 
the Spanish equivalent, to gain significant visibility in print and news 
media, largely as a direct result of Ceberio’s death.6 

Yet while bullying is generally understood as a hierarchical imbal-
ance of power relations characterized by «an aggressive, intentional act 
or behavior that is carried out by a group or an individual repeatedly 
over time against a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself» 
(Smith and Slonje, 2010, p. 249), the multiplicity of microaggressions 
on a daily basis often resist categorical classification within traditional 
behavioral practices associated with bullying.7 Pamela Orpinas and Ar-
thur M. Horn note that these «vary widely in severity and type, from 
demeaning looks to spreading malicious rumors to physically assault-
ing others» (2010, p. 49). Carme Orte Socías further distinguishes be-
tween physical, verbal, and psychological bullying.8 In Catalonia, the 
Unitat de Suport a l’Alumnat en situació de Violència (USAV) observed 
a 200% rise in the number of reported cases of bullying spanning the 
years 2020-2024, reflecting the increasing awareness of the variety of 
such practices (Anguera de Sojo, 2024). Studies have emphasized how 
this stark increase in reported cases in school settings among children 
and adolescents in Spain within the last few decades constitutes a sig-
nificant crisis afflicting Spanish youth populations. Blanco-Castilla and 
Cano Galindo noted in 2019 that, «uno de cada cuatro estudiantes sufre 
alguna forma de violencia en las aulas» (2019, p. 938), while Miguel 
Ángel Jiménez Aguilar described how in 2020 «una media del 49% del 
alumnado de la Educación Secundaria Obligatoria» (2020, p. 17) wit-
nessed some form of emotional harrassment and abuse. At the time of 
writing, the non-profit organization Bullying Sin Fronteras declared 
Spain as «el país del mundo con más acoso escolar superando a EEUU 
y México» (2026).

Contemporary Spanish theatre of the twenty-first century has in-
creasingly turned toward urgent social realities directly affecting 
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children and adolescents, including gender violence, grooming, eating 
disorders, body dysmorphia, precarity, mental health crises, and school 
bullying.9 Given the figures and statistics listed above, bullying and cy-
berbullying are considered particularly pressing concerns. The advent 
and increased access to smartphones and social media platforms over 
the course of the two decades has likewise exposed the insidious effects 
of the virtual variant of cyberbullying on physical and mental health, 
bringing to the forefront of the discussion the ways in which disembod-
ied technological practices such as the unwanted posting and sharing 
of images, excluding an individual from a group chat, sending anon-
ymous text messages, password stealing, catfishing, and posting fake 
images generated by artificial intelligence programs carry the potential 
for widespread public dissemination of content while simultaneously vi-
olating the sanctity and safe haven of the private space of the home.10 As 
Jonathan Haidt notes, «as adolescents moved their social lives online, 
the nature of bullying began to change» (2024, pp. 158-9) due to this 
shift to virtual platforms. Haidt goes on to reflect how «as smartphones 
accompany adolescents to school, to the bathroom, and to bed, so too 
can their bullies» (p. 159). When in-person peer interactions steadily 
become replaced by online, virtual interactions – what Haidt catego-
rizes as «the transition from play-based to phone-based» (p. 8) – there is 
an additional corresponding loss of social competencies, opportunities 
for community-building in ‘real-world’ settings, and the development of 
empathic and affective behavior.11 

	 As Miguel Ángel Jiménez Aguilar observes in his 2020 book 
Bullying y cyberbullying: el acoso escolar en el teatro, representations of school 
violence have gained in popularity in recent years since theatre offers 
a communal space through which to interrogate the intersections of 
the interpersonal, institutional, and ethical dimensions of adolescent 
aggression. Performances become mobilized as sites for collective di-
alogue, reflection, social intervention, and civic engagement. This 
ongoing exploration reflects the growing presence of documentary, 
verbatim, and socially engaged dramaturgies in contemporary Span-
ish theatre. Although documentary theatre casts a wide net and encom-
passes an extensive range of aesthetic practices, scholars such as Carol 
Martin in Theatre of the Real (2013) and Mar Amado Vargas in Teatro 
documento y testimonio en el siglo XXI (2020) note that documentary the-
atre frequently destabilized the distinctions between fiction and reality 
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by incorporating testimonial discourse, archival material, interview 
techniques, and forms of collective witnessing. Plays drawing on docu-
mentary and verbatim techniques confront social realities through their 
dimensions as lived experiences mediated through performance, giving 
way to what Amanda Stuart Fisher describes as the «ethics of the en-
counter between audience and actor» (2020, p. 21). Within the context 
of bullying and cyberbullying explored here, documentary aesthetics 
are particularly productive since they foreground important questions 
of testimony, spectatorship, witnessing, complicity, and public responsi-
bility. Private suffering is transformed into collective visibility, and the 
use of metatheatrical strategies, direct audience address, fragmented 
digital communication, multimedia technologies, and participatory dy-
namics seek to reflect the mediated nature of adolescent lived experi-
ences. These plays thereby invite audiences to confront the extent of 
their own direct or indirect implication within systems of silence, exclu-
sion, and social violence. 

Efforts to raise awareness and visibilize bullying and cyberbully-
ing in school settings have traditionally drawn on programs develop-
ing drama and theatre in education and that bring back the embodied 
practice of shared social interaction within a collective space (Lenaka-
kis and Sarafi, 2024; Goodwin et al., 2019; Mavroudis and Bournelli, 
2016). John Goodwin et al. emphasize how the «medium of drama can 
have a powerful effect on the viewer’s emotional and cognitive states, 
and when combined with forums for discussion, can enhance the per-
spectives of those involved in and who witness bullying» (2009, p. 5).12 
In this respect, the theatre of José Padilla occupy a significant place 
within this broader landscape. As a playwright, director, actor, and 
founder of the company Ventrículo Veloz, Padilla has consistently de-
veloped works centered on the multiplicities of youth experiences, so-
cial conflicts, and participatory spectatorship. His approach combines 
elements of documentary and verbatim theatre with transmedia story-
telling and pedagogical interventions that foment participatory civic 
practice and ultimately privilege the voice of the teenagers themselves. 
As he explained in an interview with Irene Herrero, «Considero que 
hemos echado a los jóvenes del teatro,» he argues, «y, si queremos recu-
perarlos, más nos vale escuchar» (2021).  
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2. Bullying in Papel (2016)

Published in 2018 as part of the volume Trilogía Veloz, alongside Por la 
boca, a play exploring the effects of eating disorders, and Dados, a piece 
examining the dynamics of gender identities, Papel depicts the events 
surrounding the collective bullying targeted against an unnamed high 
school student by his classmates and the deadly consequences that re-
sult from their actions. Directed by Padilla, the play premiered on Sep-
tember 20th, 2016, in the Pavón Teatro Kamikaze in Madrid. Since the 
premiere, Papel has been performed on numerous occasions throughout 
Spain and in front of thousands of high school students, reflecting Pa-
dilla’s intention to promote the space of the stage as an inclusive site of 
performance, particularly for young audiences. 

In Papel, two actors perform a total of nineteen characters, high-
lighting the dynamics of doubling and «role playing within the role» 
(Hornby, 1986, p. 13) that are among the hallmarks of metatheatrical 
conventions. The play is episodically divided into thirteen scenes, each 
one providing spectators with a snapshot of the interpersonal interac-
tions between the high schoolers, parents, and educators as they move 
through an array of mimetic spatial settings encompassing both physical 
and virtual environments. Anchoring the minimalist stage design is a 
single «silla con pala, como las que se usan en los exámenes de instituto» 
(2018, p. 23), serving as a recognizable and ever-present reminder of the 
context around which the dramatic action coalesces and constituting a 
focal point of observation for the audience. At the same time, the empty 
desk and chair additionally point to the absent presence of the unnamed 
teenage protagonist who, after being subject to physical bullying and 
cyberbullying by his peers, ultimately takes his own life. Many of the 
characters in the play are identified with generic names, facilitating the 
interpretation of each character as representative of a larger collective 
group and suggesting a fluidity in terms of the roles and behaviors en-
acted on a daily basis. Padilla further employs this fluidity to show-
case how the tripartite classification of bully-victim-witness extends 
throughout the choral collective of characters as they find themselves at 
different points, wittingly or unwittingly, directly or indirectly involved 
in the events depicted.13

The title of the play directly references the toilet paper used by the 
high schoolers as they cover the entirety of their classroom to mark the 
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one-year period after their unseen and unnamed peer suffered a case 
of diarrhea in the middle of class. In what they consider to be an elab-
orate ‘prank,’ the spreading of toilet paper throughout the classroom is 
likewise dispersed out to the spectators and across the audience seat-
ing, breaking the fourth wall to the extent that, by the end of this ac-
tion: «todo debe ser un mar de papel de váter» (2018, p. 64). While 
it is implied that all of the students in class were involved without ex-
ception, this metatheatrical device simultaneously draws the audience 
in, as spectators watch the characters of El Empollón, Una, Melinda, 
and Cris throw rolls and drape toilet paper around them. Through this 
action, Padilla interrogates the notion of a positionality based on by-
stander privilege and witnessing. 

Papel deploys a fragmentary structure to the action depicting the 
events portrayed in non-chronological fashion where, much like in real 
life cases of bullying when it is only after the fact that events come to 
light, it is up to an active spectatorship to reconstruct the sequence of 
events as they unfolded in their entirety. It is telling that the characters 
of the teenagers and those of the adults never directly interact on stage 
and instead move through scenes that are themselves chronologically 
divided, pointing to the disconnect and lack of communication across 
generational divides and exposing the absence of effective action on the 
part of the adults to adequately intervene until it is too late. While it is 
not wholly out of a lack of trying, as scenes portraying the interactions 
between Madre and Profesora and between the parental figures of As-
tudillo and López show, Padilla nevertheless demonstrates the ways in 
which discursive and attitudinal differences of opinion impede any pro-
ductive intervention and contribute to what Jiménez Aguilar defines as 
«victimización secundaria» (2020, p. 37), when institutional and parent 
networks are incapable or unwilling to help. For example, when Madre 
meets with Profesora in the second scene to discuss the fact that her 
son has suffered repeated instances of bullying in school, Profesora dis-
misses her concerns by stating that toilet papering the classroom was 
nothing more than a prank: «Cosas de chavales» (Padilla, 2018, p. 32). 
Profesora is more concerned with how this supposed ‘prank’ interrupted 
the daily course curriculum. She complains: «Tuve que cancelar el ex-
amen de lengua. La clase estaba, ¡no vea cómo me pusieron el aula! 
Perdida de papel. Los muy… Aquello era un sindiós. Pero yo solo sé que 
hay que desdramatizar» (2018, p. 33).  
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This same sentiment is repeated on four occasions during the brief 
telephone conversation between Astudillo and López, two fathers with 
opposing views on how to address the situation. Whereas Astudillo 
suggests the need for action given that their sons directly participated 
in stealing from, insulting, threatening, and cyberbullying their class-
mate, the dichotomous viewpoints are apparent when López echoes tra-
ditional notions of bullying as a Darwinian ‘rite of passage’ among boys, 
stating that they need to learn to «valerse por ellos mismos, porque si no 
después la vida te da más duro» (2018, p. 50). For López, peer interac-
tion amongst children and teenagers models and is replicated later in life 
through adult social behavior based on competition, hierarchical domi-
nance, aggression, and the assertion of toxic masculinity. López further 
points out that nicknames have always existed (2018, p. 49), considers 
that checking their social media accounts is none of their business as 
parents (2018, p. 51), and even goes so far as to imply that the bullied 
classmate may have even brought it upon himself (2018, p. 48), echoing 
the observation made by Mavroudis and Bournelli that one of the ways 
in which hierarchical dominance and power are exercised in bullying 
behavior leans on «claiming that the victims are responsible for bringing 
bullying on themselves» (2016, p. 3).14

Padilla juxtaposes the realism characterizing the interactions among 
the adolescents and the adults with metatheatrical scenes in which the 
characters of Operario 1 and Operario 2: «expertos en el comporta-
miento, uso y distribución del papel higiénico» (Padilla, 2018, p. 39), 
directly address the audience to explain the facts, figures, origins, and 
design features of toilet paper throughout history. By interweaving 
these scenes throughout the text, Padilla shifts the emotional engage-
ment on the part of the audience in a dramatic move reflecting Brecht’s 
intention to, as Charlotte Ryland describes, «engage the public, not just 
emotionally, but also intellectually» (2009, p. xxvi). The play contin-
ually navigates the «alteration of emotional involvement and critical 
reflection» (2009, p. xxvviii) so that the audience can develop the «emo-
tional sympathy» (2009, p. xxvii) for the victim and his parents without 
losing sight of the behavioral practices and social dynamics of bullying 
that have taken place.

In the final scene of the play, Padilla draws on the convention of 
«nonmatrixed acting» (Martin, 2013, 23) as the two actors, now play-
ing the self-referential roles as Actor and Actriz respectively, address 
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the audience devoid of the artifice and trappings of character.15 Actor 
recounts Galileo’s theory that two objects of different dimensions and 
sizes will nevertheless fall at the same speed and reach the ground at 
the same time, echoing a previous scene when the Operarios posed the 
question: «¿qué caerá antes? […] el papel higiénico Premier MegaRoll 4 
rollos de 37, 4m de largo con 425 hojas dobles de 8,8 por 10,1cm […] ¿O 
un cuerpo humano?» (Padilla, 2018, pp. 43-4). In these closing pages, 
the previously absent presence of the bullied classmate becomes recon-
figured and linguistically embodied through language and testimony, 
as Actor and Actriz list the real-life references of the Spanish teenag-
ers Carla Díaz, Arancha, and Jokin Ceberio, all of whom took their 
own lives as a direct result of the bullying they suffered.16 In fact, it 
is revealed throughout the play that the unnamed protagonist is actu-
ally modeled after Ceberio. Jonathan Haidt poignantly reminds us that 
«for depressed or ostracized teens, physical death offers the end of pain, 
whereas social death is a living hell» (2024, p. 158). The final word of 
the play, «Habla» (Padilla, 2018, p. 86) thereby constitutes a direct ap-
peal to the audience members to both speak about and speak out against 
bullying and cyberbullying.

3. Cyberbullying and Sexual Education in Golfa (2020)

Golfa stages the familial and familiar topics of sexual health, affective re-
lationships, and cyberbullying to interrogate contemporary approaches 
to sexual education and strategies of interpersonal conflict resolution. 
Directed by Padilla, the play premiered in 2020 at the Teatro Quique 
San Francisco in Madrid and was published with Ediciones Antígona 
in 2022. As Padilla states «es verdad que en casi todas las obras de te-
atro el sexo como tal sí está presente, pero es verdad que hablar de la 
sexualidad como salud y, sobre todo como política no es muy común» 
(Herrero, 2021). The play was further developed in consultation with 
Cristián Gallego of Fundación SEXPOL and Gallego additionally as-
sisted in mediating post show discussions with the audience. 

Informed by immersive dramaturgy and online virtual theatre prac-
tices that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic, the interpretive 
frame of Golfa takes as a point of departure «una sesión online en directo» 
(Padilla, 2022, p. 17). The relationships between the four characters are 
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mediated by the communication platforms and computers but also by 
means of a streaming feature that relies on direct audience participation 
and feedback through Instagram and Twitter. By including social media 
as a principal feature of spectator engagement, Padilla repurposes these 
platforms as a communal touchstone for the events portrayed on stage. 
In this way, audience members can view the thoughts, opinions, and be-
liefs shared by other spectators in real time and collectively participate 
as co-creators of the production and post-performance discussion. 

The premise of Golfa is that of an online therapy session between 
Fran and Amanda, mediated by Jordán, a sexologist. Along with or-
ganizations like Fundación SEXPOL, sexology as educational prac-
tice has become prominent in recent years as part of a wider discourse 
aimed toward gender equality. For example, the journalist and sexolo-
gist Mara Mariño was awarded the 2025 Premio Menina by the Span-
ish Ministerio de Igualdad for her digital content through social media 
that campaigns against gender violence. Her 2025 book #S3XPIDEMIA 
explores how the relationship between technology and sexual education 
impacts interpersonal relationships.17 Also participating in the online 
session is Vicky, Fran’s mother, while Amanda’s parents remain offstage 
and unseen throughout the piece. 

As Jordán explains, the purpose of the therapy session is to provide 
a novel alternative to traditional measures of punishment after Fran is 
accused of spray-painting the word ‘golfa’ on a wall facing their high 
school, an act of vandalism seeming to culminate a prolonged period of 
cyberbullying suffered by Amanda after she broke off their relationship. 
Tension between the characters is likewise heightened at the outset as 
Jordán explains how Vicky accosted Amanda outside the high school, 
calling her «golfa» (2022, p. 22), an event that was recorded and pub-
licly disseminated by multiple people on their cell phones. Metatheatre 
is at the forefront of the play as Jordán speaks directly to the audience 
in order to explain the purpose of the session and offer spectators the 
option to share their comments and thoughts through an online survey. 
At the end of the first scene, Jordán invites the audience to log in and 
visit his Twitter profile or Instagram stories, where they are encouraged 
to participate in a series of polls on these issues: «entrad en mi perfil 
de Twitter o en mis stories de Instagram y participad en las encuestas 
que os propongo sobre estos temas» (2022, p. 42). Moreover, he stresses 
the fact that they only have one single hour for the discussion (2022, p. 
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19). In a self-referential move, audience members learn that the internal 
time of the online session equates to the real time of the performance. 
In her analysis of the epic features of Bertolt Brecht’s theatre, Charlotte 
Ryland observes how «the introduction of the name of the playwright, 
the anticipation of the argument, even the reference to the event in the 
theatre (‘tonight’) – all these things contribute to the ‘epic’ sense that 
this is a story being told to us for a purpose, not just an action that we 
relive» (2009, p. xxv). Self-referentiality is further manifest in the inter-
actions between the characters as they repeatedly make mention of the 
fact that their discussions are not only taking place amongst themselves 
but during a live streaming and in front of a wider audience.

In Golfa, Padilla depicts how socially prescribed perfectionism and 
the absence of a sustained pedagogical model of sexual education nega-
tively impact teen mental health. Haidt defines socially prescribed per-
fectionism as attitudinal behaviors that are enacted when «a person feels 
that they must live up to very high expectations prescribed by others, 
or by society at large» (2024, p. 156). Behavioral actions become inter-
nalized and subject to a process of self-monitoring amidst perceptions 
of social surveillance, reinforcing the notion that individuals must «live 
up to impossibly high standards held by others or by society» (2024, p. 
171). Amanda calls attention to the fact that as women: «se nos carga 
con las culpas […] si pasa algo, la sospechosa eres tú. Siempre hay que 
ir de puntillas […] Evitar broncas, pensar todo lo que dices por si el 
otro se enfada, por si te hace sentir culpable o lo utiliza en tu contra» 
(Padilla, 2022, pp. 48-9). Moreover, Amanda highlights how socially 
prescribed perfectionism extends to traditional notions of heteronorma-
tivity in affective relationships. «Era todo el mundo,» she states, «[N]o 
seas estrecha. No seas monja, eres una monja […] que si lo haces mucho, 
que si puta, y que si no, que si estrecha» (2022, p. 79-80). Spectators 
come to find out that Amanda was additionally subject to an extensive 
and virulent campaign of cyberbullying on social media, drawn from 
the fact that after she broke up with Fran: «me lié con una chica» (2022, 
p. 63). This deviation from heteronormativity further isolates Amanda 
within the social collective of the high school as she becomes the target 
of collective vilification and the scapegoat for traditionally prescribed 
heterosexual mores.18

By questioning preconceived and learned notions of sexuality, Golfa 
emphasizes how in the absence of sustained sexual education and left 
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to their own devices (literally and technologically speaking), there is 
a risk of turning to other sources of exposure and information, such as 
online pornography, that negatively impact fostering positive affective 
and interpersonal relationships based on mutual care, communication, 
and respect. Amanda expresses her frustration and discomfort at Fran’s 
sexually aggressive behavior when they were a couple, a behavior that 
ultimately mimics what he was exposed to online. The immediate ac-
cessibility of pornographic content, «which became available anytime, 
anywhere, for free, right on their smartphones» (Haidt, 2024, p. 41) has 
contributed to what Jordán characterizes: «una forma de entender la 
sexualidad falsa, mítica y, en muchas ocasiones, muy dañina» (Padilla 
2022, p. 60). In an interview with Javier López for Revista Godot, actors 
Nintón Sánchez and Mercedes Borges, who played the characters of 
Fran and Amanda in the 2021 production, echo these same sentiments 
from the point of view of their own education and upbringing, arguing 
that «los jóvenes no estamos teniendo esa formación, pero es que nues-
tros padres tampoco la tienen ni la han recibido» (2021). As depicted in 
Golfa, a more meaningful and productive approach to sexual education 
would necessarily include discussions on the structural nature of sexism 
and toxic masculinity along with questioning gendered notions of care 
and affect in order to broaden the scope of what are considered healthy 
sexual practices. 

To the surprise of the other characters and in a sudden turn of events, 
Amanda openly reveals that it was she who spraypainted the word ‘golfa’ 
in front of their high school. However, as Amanda points out, they have 
all been interrupting and talking over her throughout the entirety of the 
session, despite her insistence and repeated claims to offer her own ver-
sion of events and in her own words. Moreover, they have all collectively 
failed to recognize that the ‘A’ appearing underneath was signed by her-
self, in the same way that Fran would spray-paint ‘F&A’ as a signature 
for his graffitied love poems even though, as Jordán points out, this 
public display of affection functioned to essentially mark Amanda as 
his romantic partner: «como un intento de posesión de alguien ante mis 
iguales» (2022, p. 76). Amanda’s closing monologue, performed in the 
style of hip-hop, echoes the Brechtian convention outlined by Charlotte 
Ryland where songs in the play are «sung out of character as commen-
tary on the action» (2009, p. xxvi). Through her words, Amanda openly 
exposes the gendered operations of language and reframes discursivity 
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as an act of self-liberation and female empowerment. Whereas Papel ex-
posed the damaging consequences rendered by the gaps and silences in 
language, Amanda instead seizes communication as a means of empow-
erment and self-definition. By claiming the A as her own penned sig-
nature and subverting the associated sexual connotations of the word, 
Amanda carves out her own discursive space, at once reclaiming her 
autonomy and reaffirming individual subjectivity on her own terms.19 

4. Conclusion

Far from mere child’s play, Padilla suggests that bullying be understood 
in terms of what Jaime Retamal et al. describe as a «fenómeno complejo, 
relativo, polimorfo, de variabilidad semántica y de sentido que puede 
albergar dentro de sí múltiples dimensiones y figuras expresivas de 
manifestación» (2019, p. 2), collectively involving children, adolescents, 
parents, teachers, and administrators alike. In this regard, theatre and 
drama for the purposes of education can work alongside legislative mea-
sures to render visible the pervasive nature and the multiplicity of be-
havioral practices that comprise bullying and cyberbullying in our own 
lived experiences, contexts, and social networks. It is through awareness 
and recognition that efforts at early detection, prevention, and interven-
tion can eventually become stable and long-lasting policies for collective 
social benefit. In a shifting world where attention becomes a fragmented 
and contested terrain, and where everyone appears to be plugged in to 
myriad virtual realities and social media platforms, playwrights like Pa-
dilla are working to regain and recuperate a rapidly losing sense of com-
munity through the shared embodied experience of theatre. By crafting 
plays such as Papel and Golfa that recast traditional theatrical conven-
tions and instead employ metatheatrical techniques, documentary and 
immersive practices, testimonial experiences, and that are positioned 
within the wider movement of theatre for young audiences, Padilla in-
vites audiences to reconsider their positionality as bystanders in order to 
become witnesses capable of civic activism and transformative change 
in our communities.
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6. Notes

1	  Echoing the language of crisis, Ander Pérez-Virtus argues that Ceberio’s 
suicide prompted «un punto de inflexión y una alarma social en relación a 
los casos de acoso escolar en España» (2018, p. 56).

2	  As Fried and Soland observe, «bullycide has now entered our language. Sev-
eral recent books use this term in their title. Bullycide refers specifically to 
young people who commit suicide in connection will bullying experiences» 
(2011, p. 14). Within the context of Spain, specifically, Ander Pérez-Vir-
tus noted in 2017 that according to figures from the Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística «el suicidio es la tercera causa de muerte entre adolescentes» 
(2018, p. 57). Recently, Scott Knight has also cited suicide as the «2nd lead-
ing cause of death for youth ages 10-18. It is also the 5th leading cause of 
death for children ages 6-12, and, in many cases, bullying can be a catalyst» 
(2024)

3	  The effects of bullying are far-reaching, ranging from short-, mid-, and 
long-term consequences and can be severely damaging to physical and 
mental health, as outlined by Robin Kowalski who cites «anxiety, depres-
sion, substance abuse, difficulty sleeping, increased physical symptoms, 
decreased performance in school, absenteeism and truancy, dropping out 
of school, and murder or suicide» (2014, p. 1073).

4	  Guiomar Nocito Muñoz cites «las zonas comunes del centro escolar, como 
el patio del recreo, el baño o el comedor, donde la supervisión del adulto es 
menor» (2017, p. 106).

5	  Olweus goes on to describe how «in ethology, the word mobbing is used to 
describe a collective attack by a group of animals on an animal of another 
species, which is usually larger and a natural enemy of the group» (2010, p. 
9)

6	  As Navarrete-Galiano Rodríguez notes, «‘Bullying’ es un término inglés 
aceptado internacionalmente, para el que en España no existe una traduc-
ción que lo defina literalmente. La que más se aproxima es ‘matonismo’, 
pero como se trata de una traducción inadecuada, se utiliza también ‘intim-
idación’, ‘maltrato’, ‘acoso’ y ‘abuso’» (2009, p. 337).

7	  Leonor Cantera Espinosa, Marisa Vázquez Martínez and Alicia Pérez 
Tarres consider «micro violencias» as those quotidian and apparently mun-
dane actions that nevertheless reflect the banality and normalization of vi-
olence and aggression in interpersonal interactions (2021, p. 17).
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8	  Orte Socías provides a detailed classification of each type that includes 
«físico (pegar, dar patadas, escupir, empujar, destruir, ocultar o apropi-
arse de las pertenencias), verbal (burlas, bromas de mal gusto, motes y 
amenazas) y psicológico (divulgar rumores desagradables, manipular las 
relaciones sociales, implicarse en actos de exclusión social, extorsión o in-
timidación)» (2006, p. 28).

9	  Plays exploring these themes include Grooming by Paco Bezerra and the 
two plays Por la boca and Dados by José Padilla. For a more comprehensive 
list, I recommend Bullying y cyberbullying: el acoso escolar en el teatro by Miguel 
Ángel Jiménez Aguilar. This study, covering twenty plays from more than 
fourteen different playwrights spanning the years 2001-2017, constitutes an 
invaluable resource in this respect.

10	  In Cyberbullying and Cyberthreats:  Responding to the Challenge of Online Social 
Aggression, Threats, and Distress, Nancy E. Willard provides a significant list 
compiling the different examples of cyberbullying that can take place, and 
the terminology used to describe these practices (2007). 

11	  A novel experiment carried out in high schools in the region of Murcia, 
Spain during the 2023/2024 school year suggests a promising move towards 
restoring embodied interactions positively impacting affective behavior as 
the use of cell phones was prohibited for a trial one-year period. A study 
conducted by local government noted that by the end of the year, cases of 
cyberbullying had fallen by 73% since the prohibition went into effect (Fer-
rán, 2025). Furthermore, the study likewise revealed that areas of prob-
lematic behavior such as «faltas muy graves relacionadas con agresiones, 
insultos, amenazas o actitudes desafiantes hacia el profesorado» (Ferrán, 
2025) had similarly decreased by almost a quarter. This move reflects sim-
ilar growing efforts in other countries such as Australia and France as they 
seek to implement bans on cell phones for teenagers up to sixteen years of 
age.  

12	  Cassidy and Watts (2000) describe how «Theatre-in-Education (TIE) de-
veloped in Australia and Britain around the late 60s and early 70s and re-
ferred to travelling groups of actors performing plays for schools primarily 
as a stimulus to English literature and student dramatic representations in 
the curriculum» 

13	  Fried and Soland explain their preference for the use ‘witness’ when con-
sidering active intervention and prevention against bullying, noting that 
the term «‘bystander’ is too passive and lacks the mobilizing energy that is 
required of peers to become actively engaged» (2000, p. 26).
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14	  Orte Socías notes that «Una de las formas más persistentes, sistemáticas y 
a largo plazo de bullying es poner motes» (2006, p. 29).

15	  Martin describes «nonmatrixed acting» as «performing without creating a 
character» (2013, p. 23).

16	  At the time of writing, the news that 11-year-old Jocelynn Rojo Carranza 
took her own life in February 2025, after being «bullied at school over her 
family’s immigration status» (Aguirre, 2025) points to the ways in which 
the current political climate in the United States and racist and xenophobic 
rhetoric impacts on the younger generations in adolescence and childhood. 

17	  Mariño maintains the importance of including digital education within 
school curriculum as a means of preventing the normalization of violence 
and bullying behavior: «Igual que les estamos enseñando Conocimiento del 
Medio o Matemáticas, se tiene que empezar a dar una educación digital. Y, 
sobre todo, se tiene que empezar a crear espacios para hacer intervenciones 
directas con el alumnado para que ellos entiendan de qué manera esas con-
ductas que están normalizando en redes sociales no están bien […] Y a ellas 
también darles la palabra, poner en valor sus ideas» (Cordellat, 2026). 

18	  In The Scapegoat, René Girard observes how «persecutions […] generally 
take place in times of crisis, which weaken normal institutions and favor 
mob formation» (1986, p. 12, author emphasis).

19	  The notion of the woman as social outcast and derided by her community 
together with Amanda’s appropriation of the letter A as her graffiti sig-
nature bring to mind the 1850 novel The Scarlett Letter by Nathaniel Haw-
thorne, where the character of Hester Prynne is labeled with a scarlet letter 
A to signal her adultery and social exclusion.  


