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Abstract 

This doctoral dissertation explores the experiences of criminalized people and workers of 

initiatives that the Canadian federal government considers to be ‘alternatives to incarceration’. 

Within the context of a penal paradox in which there are increased prison builds alongside stated 

efforts to address racism and colonialism within the penal system, it is important to examine the 

possibilities and pitfalls of initiatives said to be ‘alternatives to incarceration’. Rooted in 

abolition geography and an abolitionist reform approach, this study explores how wards and 

workers of these initiatives experience care/support and coercion/control from staff and 

community-based ‘correctional’ institutions more broadly. The results indicate that although 

wards experience some benefits within these so-called alternatives to imprisonment, these 

initiatives are often experienced as extensions of the carceral structure, replicating many of the 

conditions and constraints of prison itself. Although these initiatives were often described as 

‘better than prison’, the participants offered many suggestions for how to improve ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’ and/or create new ones that address harms and/or meet basic needs of those 

who have been criminalized which would allow them to flourish, while decreasing or eliminating 

criminalization.  
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A Glossary of Terms 

The goal of the glossary is to clarify discipline-specific terms and clarify how I am using terms 

from the outset of this dissertation. It can also be referred to while reading this dissertation.  

 

Abolition: a diverse movement, a change in lens (Zehr, 2015), a sensitizing theory (Scheerer, 

1986), an ethical position (Ben-Moshe, 2018), and a process of unlearning (Ben-Moshe, 2018), 

categorized by an urgency to dismantle all systems of oppression and imagine a societal structure 

in which all are liberated.  

 

Abolition geography: the study and critique of how the current racial capitalist society has 

arranged people, resources, and land in the past and present. In addition to critique, abolition 

geography helps conceptualize how individual and collective action can manifest liberation—or 

abolition geographies—however ephemeral they may be (Gilmore, 2022). 

 

Alternatives to incarceration/imprisonment: a government or non-government initiative that 

calls itself an ‘alternative to incarceration’. For the purposes of this paper, they include halfway 

houses, bail houses, parole, probation, treatment facilities, healing lodges, and post-

imprisonment reintegration programs.  

 

Care: building upon Tronto’s (1993) conceptualization, care encompasses all activities that 

maintain and nurture ourselves and our environment so we can flourish. This interpretation 

incorporates both a caring disposition (e.g. staff who care) and practical supports, such as 

assistance with finding employment and making food together. More concretely, care work 

refers to the labour of meeting people’s needs—physical, psychological, emotional, and 

development—whether paid or unpaid. 

 

Carceral capitalism: Hwang (2019, p. 69) uses the term carceral capitalism to “draw attention to the 

ways in which the carceral techniques of the state are shaped by—and work in tandem with—the 

imperatives of global capitalism”. 
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Carceral care: a liberal approach which seeks to prevent or reduce carceral harm and violence 

without seeking to overhaul or critically examine this violence (Hwang, 2019). 

 

Coercion: the use of threats and consequences to compel an individual to act a certain way 

(Vander Ven & Colvin, 2012), such as revocation of conditional release from custody. 

 

Control: mechanisms and strategies used to monitor, manage, and adjust people’s behaviour, 

such as imprisonment and surveillance. 

 

Criminalized acts: actions that have been criminalized. I avoid using the term ‘crime’ as it 

assumes an ontological reality (Hulsman, 1986) and is an ideological tool of the carceral state 

(Mathiesen, 2006). 

 

An ethic of care: both a moral framework and a political idea that prioritizes care, 

interdependence, and relationality in decision-making. Challenging dominant paradigms that 

prioritize autonomy, competition, and justice as an abstract term, an ethic of care entails having 

care as central to human life and a part of political processes and public policy, especially as care 

is central to human life and societies often fail to recognize the importance of it and, instead, 

maintain power structures that marginalize certain groups (Tronto, 1993). 

 

Net-widening: an increase in the number of those under state control through mechanisms such 

as fines and/or other non-supervisory punishments with the stated goal of diverting people away 

from prison yet end up diverting more people into the system (Cohen, 1985). 

 

Penal voluntary sector: the penal voluntary sector consists of non-profit organizations involved 

in direct penal control such as those who operate halfway houses, also known as Community 

Residencial Facilities (Corcoran, 2011; Tomczak, 2014). 

 

Phenomenology: the study of consciousness that aims to get to the nature of a phenomena, as 

perceived by those with lived experience of it (Husserl, 1983; Smith et al., 2022). 
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Restorative justice: works to repair relationships through bringing together those who caused 

and were impacted by harm to make things right (Morris, 2000).  

 

The carceral: the use of surveillance, criminalization, control, punishment (Beckett & 

Murakawa, 2012), isolation, coercion, assimilation and confinement, and disciplinary logics and 

mechanisms that reinforce hierarchical structures (Foucault, 1977), informed by racism, 

capitalism, colonialization, and other structures of oppression (Coyle & Nagel, 2022). 

 

Transcarceration: refers to how people pushed to the margins are transferred between a variety 

of institutions, such as prisons, mental health centres and social welfare facilities, rather than 

being released back into community (Cohen, 1985; Lowman et al., 1987). 

 

Transformative justice: a movement and way of survival for marginalized groups, which 

addresses the power imbalances deeply rooted in many relationships, such as racism and ableism 

(Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 2020). Transformative justice generally includes three aspects: 

community building, keeping each other safe, and addressing individual and structural harm in 

the wake of violence. 
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Acronyms 

BIPOC - Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour  

CA - community assessment 

CPEP - Criminalization and Punishment Education Program 

CSC - Correctional Services of Canada 

CCRA - Corrections and Conditional Release Act 

JAIL - Jail Accountability & Information Line  

KROM - Norwegian Association for Penal Reform 

NGO - non-governmental organizations 

NPIC - non-profit industrial complex 

PO - parole officer 

RCMP - Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

ix 

Table of Contents 

Abstract .........................................................................................................................................  ii 

Dedication ..................................................................................................................................... iii 

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................................... iv 

A Glossary of Terms ......................................................................................................................v 

Acronyms ..................................................................................................................................... vii 

Table of Contents ....................................................................................................................... viii 

List of Tables ............................................................................................................................... xii 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................................................................1 

1.1 Social Context of the Research ..............................................................................................1 

 1.1.1 ‘Alternative to imprisonment’ in the 1960s ................................................................2 

 1.1.2 Current ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ .......................................................................5 

1.2 Motivations for this Study ....................................................................................................20 

1.3 Wards and Workers as Experts ............................................................................................23 

1.4 Research Questions ..............................................................................................................26 

1.5 Conclusion and Chapter Outline ..........................................................................................27 

Chapter 2: Literature Review  ....................................................................................................31 

2.1 Prisons Don’t Work (How Proponents Claim They Work) .................................................31 

2.2 Reform Efforts ......................................................................................................................35 

2.3 The Emergency, Possibilities, and Pitfalls of ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’ ....................36 

2.4 The Third Sector ...................................................................................................................46 

 2.4.1 ‘Alternatives to incarceration’ ..................................................................................47 

 2.4.2 The (penal) voluntary sector .....................................................................................48 

 2.4.3 Non-profit industrial-complex and the shadow state ................................................55 

2.5 Harms of ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’: Coercion, Net-widening, Transcarceration, and       

Individualizing Social Problems ................................................................................................57 

 2.5.1 Coercion ........................................................................................................57 

 2.5.2 Net-widening.................................................................................................59 

 2.5.3 Transcarceration ............................................................................................61 

2.5.4 Individualizing social problems ....................................................................62 

    2.6 Carceral and Abolitionist Care.............................................................................................64 

  2.6.1 Care work ......................................................................................................65 

  2.6.2 Carceral care .................................................................................................66 

  2.6.3 Abolitionist/deviant care ...............................................................................68 

2.7 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................72 

Chapter 3: Theorizing Abolition and Abolition Geography ....................................................75 

3.1 Abolition ...............................................................................................................................76 

 3.1.1 Abolitionist reform & the unfinished ........................................................................78 

3.2 Carceral Geography ..............................................................................................................84 

 3.2.1 Capitalism and Neoliberalism ...................................................................................87 

3.3 Abolition Geography ............................................................................................................91 

3.4 Phenomenology ....................................................................................................................92 

3.5 Mobilizing Carceral Abolition, Abolition Geography, and Phenomenology ......................92 

3.6 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................93 

Chapter 4: Situating my Methods ..............................................................................................95 



 
 

x 

4.1 Ontology ...............................................................................................................................95 

4.2 Epistemology ........................................................................................................................97 

4.3 Methods ..............................................................................................................................101 

 4.3.1 My Sample ..............................................................................................................104 

 4.3.2 Recruitment .............................................................................................................104 

 4.3.3 Data Collection .......................................................................................................106 

 4.3.4 Data Analysis ..........................................................................................................107 

4.4 Limitations and Delimitation and Unexpected Challenges ................................................110 

4.5 Ethical Considerations ........................................................................................................114 

4.6 Conclusion ..........................................................................................................................117 

Chapter 5: Benefits of ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’ ..........................................................118 

5.1 Caring Disposition ..............................................................................................................121 

5.2 Practical Support to Live in the Community ......................................................................129 

5.3 Therapeutic Benefits...........................................................................................................133 

5.4 Having a Safe Space ...........................................................................................................136 

5.5 A Free Place to Stay and Save Money ...............................................................................141 

5.6 The Carceral Caveat ...........................................................................................................143 

5.7 Conclusion ..........................................................................................................................151 

Chapter 6: Coercion and Control  ............................................................................................153 

6.1 Staff as Undertrained ..........................................................................................................156 

6.2 Staff as Inevitably Controlling and Coercive .....................................................................158 

6.3 The Punitive Pull of the Agencies ......................................................................................164 

 6.3.1 The harms of inconsistent funding ..........................................................................166 

 6.3.2 Lack of accountability.............................................................................................168 

 6.3.3 Staff being penalized for supporting wards ............................................................169 

6.3.4 Reluctance to provide basic necessities ..................................................................170 

6.3.5 Limiting criminalized people’s autonomy ..............................................................171 

6.4 Removed from Relatives, Friends, and Community Supports ...........................................173 

6.5 Living Conditions as Controlled and Detrimental .............................................................175 

6.6 Rules and Carceral Care .....................................................................................................178 

6.6.1 Bail: Arbitrary rules for those who are legally innocent .........................................179 

 6.6.2 Parole and probation ...............................................................................................181 

 6.6.3 The halfway house ..................................................................................................186 

6.6.4 Treatment ................................................................................................................188 

 6.6.5 Post-release Reintegration Program ........................................................................192 

6.7 Neoliberalism within ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’ .......................................................193 

6.8 Pacification of Resistance ..................................................................................................196 

6.9 Conclusion ..........................................................................................................................203 

Chapter 7: Moving Beyond ‘Better than Prison’—  

‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’ as Reformist Reforms  .........................................................206  

7.1 Net-Widening .....................................................................................................................207 

7.2 Transcarceration .................................................................................................................212 

7.3 Reform ................................................................................................................................214 

 7.3.1 Liberal reforms........................................................................................................215 

 7.3.2 Abolitionist reforms ................................................................................................217 

 7.3.3 Liberal/imaginable reforms  ....................................................................................220 



 
 

xi 

 7.3.4 Liberal/semi-imaginable reforms  ...........................................................................224 

 7.3.5 Unimaginable reforms  ...........................................................................................232 

  7.3.5.1 Capitalism and liberalism  .......................................................................233 

  7.3.5.2 Sexism  .....................................................................................................234 

  7.3.5.3 Ableism  ...................................................................................................237 

  7.3.5.4 Racism......................................................................................................240 

7.4 Conclusion ..........................................................................................................................242 

Chapter 8: Conclusion ...............................................................................................................244 

8.1 Main Empirical Contributions ............................................................................................245 

8.2 Main Theoretical Contributions .........................................................................................248 

8.3 Main Methodological Contributions ..................................................................................250 

8.4 Limitations and Delimitations ............................................................................................252 

8.5 Ways Forward in Action ....................................................................................................254 

References ...................................................................................................................................257 

Appendix A: Letter of Information ..............................................................................................283 

Appendix B: Interview Guides ....................................................................................................285 

Appendix C: Certificate of Ethics Approval  ...............................................................................287 

Appendix D: Summary of Each ‘Alternative to Imprisonment’ ..................................................288 

Appendix E: Knowledge Mobilization ........................................................................................292 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

xii 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Summary of the Goals of Liberal, Imaginable, Semi-imaginable, and Unimaginable 

Reforms .....................................................................................................................................82  

Table 2: The Breakdown of Agency Type ...................................................................................104 

Table 3: Analytical Framework: Categories, Themes, and Subthemes from the Data ................109 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Of course one must not immediately conclude that what is being put in place through 

these seeming alternatives will be worse than the prison. It is not worse, though one must 

bear in mind that, in relation to a system of incarceration, there is nothing really 

alternative in these new methods. It is more a matter of the transmission 

(démultiplication) of the old carceral functions that the prison implemented in a rather 

brutal and inefficient way, so that they are now achieved in more flexible, free and also 

more extensive ways. They are all variations on the same theme of punishment through 

confinement. (Foucault, 2009, pp. 17-18)  

 

Whether one is a proponent or critic of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, there is a popular 

assumption that participation in these initiatives—such as bail, probation, parole, or residence in 

a halfway houses—means that individuals are effectively free. This dissertation troubles this 

belief by exploring the lived experiences of those subjected to, and working at, initiatives said to 

be ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Through exploring these experiences, I examine to what 

degree these initiatives extend and/or reduce carceral control. This section begins with the social 

context of this project, highlighting reforms that emerged in the 1960s and how they often ended 

up reifying the carceral structure. Next, I discuss contemporary events that have led to efforts to 

increase ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ in recent years, such as recommendations stemming from 

reports pertaining to Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls and 2SLGBTQ2+ people 

and the murder of George Floyd and other racialized people at the hands of police, which led to a 

resurgence of resistance to end anti-Black racism in both the United States and in Canada. Next, 

I explain my motivations for this research and highlight how wards are the expects of their own 

lives. This section concludes with stating my research questions.  

1.1 Social Context of the Research  

‘Alternatives to imprisonment’ exist within a capitalist order that is always in crisis, 

continually requiring surplus bodies and land to be maintained (Gilmore, 2022). Carceral spaces 

are used to stabilize capitalism and maintain social control through the creation of ‘crime’, which 
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provides justification for interventions seeking to create docile bodies in the name of 

rehabilitation, punishment, and deterrence. From chattel slavery (Davis, 2003; Maynard, 2017), 

racial segregation (Alexander, 2020; Maynard, 2017), ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ through the 

1960s and 1970s (Cohen, 1985), and the intensification of punishment of Black, Indigenous, and 

women in custody (Maynard, 2017; Monchalin, 2016), carceral spaces and practices have 

increasingly become part of the political and economic landscape (Story, 2019). Within this 

carceral capitalist1 landscape, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ have been supported by the political 

Right and Left, under rehabilitation and community care rhetoric (e.g. Government of Canada, 

2018a).  

1.1.1 ‘Alternatives to imprisonment’ in the 1960s  

The modern prison emerged in the 1800s as a humane alternative to corporal and capital 

punishment (Foucault, 1977). Since then, there have been many attempts at reforming prisons to 

make them more humane. One of the most significant examples of this are the community 

sanctions that emerged in the 1960s as an intended solution to high imprisonment rates, prison 

overcrowding, and unfair sentencing (Cohen, 1985). These reforms were driven by good 

intentions which sought humanized conditions, emphasizing the following: (1) rehabilitation 

over punishment; (2) a push towards the professionalization of the penal system; (3) 

decentralization of the prison leading to an increased reliance of probation and other ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’; (4) community involvement with regards to social issues and ‘crime’; and, (5) 

efficiency and cost-effectiveness as these programs were seen as having better outcomes and as 

more affordable. In turn, there was an explosion in the use of these community sanctions (e.g. 

parole, probation, halfway houses, etc.), ideologically said to be alternatives to the prison. 

 
1 Hwang (2019, p. 69) uses the term carceral capitalism to “draw attention to the ways in which the carceral 

techniques of the state are shaped by—and work in tandem with—the imperatives of global capitalism.”.  
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However, if they are indeed alternatives, prison rates should have decreased as community 

sanctions increased, which was not the case. Instead, what emerged was the ‘nothing works’ 

liberal mentality in the 1980s,2 coupled with the ‘tough-on-crime’ right wing rhetoric and 

political platform (Goodman et al., 2017).  

There was not an absolute rhetoric shift from the optimism of ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ to a tough-on-crime stance; instead, the ‘alternative to incarceration’ initiatives 

are still being implemented and said to be beneficial alternatives to prisons while imprisonment 

is not decreasing and jurisdictions like Ontario are building new jails (Piché et al., 2024). The 

vital error with community sanctions is that they ignore the capitalist landscape that views people 

as commodities to be cycled through the economic system as profit. Instead of fundamental 

changes to the system, these reforms only make superficial changes in an attempt to ‘humanize’ 

systems, with racism and colonialism still remaining deeply rooted in carceral structures. That is 

to say that instead of building halfway houses, and expanding parole and probation, which 

maintain coercive elements and often extend people’s time within the carceral structure (Martin, 

2021; McMahon, 1992), fundamental changes—such as affordable and safe housing, 

employment, childcare, greenspaces, among many other possibilities (for example, see Carceral 

Studies Research Collective, 2024)—could be funded to decrease harm and increase fulfilment. 

Despite these other ways of promoting safety and well-being, community sanctions continue 

unabated.  

The carceral, as a term, is used to describe the use of human caging, extra-penal 

surveillance, quasi-imprisonment for refugees, and punitiveness within the welfare sector, 

 
2 The ‘nothing works’ sentiment was triggered by Robert Martinson, an American Sociologist, after conducting a 

study about the results of rehabilitative programs, stating, “With few and isolated exceptions, the rehabilitative 

efforts that have been reported so far have had no appreciable impact on recidivism.” (Martinson, 1974, p. 25) 
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dispersing state control and coercion throughout different aspects of society (Moran et al., 2018). 

In this research I extend Foucault’s (1977) definition of the carceral: techniques of normalization 

and disciplinary power exerted on the body to produce knowledges and productive bodies. 

Although Foucault (1977) offers a starting point for understanding the carceral, he seems to have 

underestimated the steadfastness of the prison and other carceral spaces (Piché & Larsen, 2010). 

Furthermore, although Foucault (1977) sees these techniques as emanating from the prison, I 

instead address the carceral as a tool of capitalism3 and neoliberalism4 (Story, 2019), used as an 

“assimilation by dispossession which describes the ongoing need for capital’s expansion at the 

expense of marginalized groups” (Gill et al., 2018, p. 185). Put concisely, I define the carceral as 

the use of surveillance, criminalization, control, and punishment (Beckett & Murakawa, 2012), 

along with isolation, coercion, assimilation and confinement, and disciplinary logics and 

mechanisms, used to maintain power systems, such as capitalism (Foucault, 1977). The 

deployment of carceral control is informed by racism, capitalism, colonialization, and other 

system of oppression (Coyle & Nagel, 2022).  

Although I have provided a definition of ‘the carceral’, it is reductionistic—if not 

impossible—to definitively determine if something is carceral or not. Moran and colleagues 

(2018) suggest a “continuum of qualities—or conditions” (p. 677) that assess carcerality, rather 

than categorizing something as carceral or not carceral. As the ‘carceral’ can be used so broadly, 

 
3 Broadly speaking, capitalism is a political, economic, and social system characterized by a region’s production 

inputs and surplus value being controlled by the private company owners for profit, rather than by workers or the 

state (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). 
4 Neoliberalism was popularized in the 1970s as a philosophical doctrine, economic theory (Albertson et al., 2020), 

and since has been described as a theology—becoming deeply ingrained as common sense in all aspects of life 

(Collins & Rothe, 2019; Kotsko, 2020). Neoliberalism is the belief that free markets increase the quality of services 

because agencies must stay competitive by improving their offerings and/or decreasing prices. Additionally, 

neoliberalism is an economic pursuit of new markets and the idea that markets are fair if they regulate themselves, 

rather than having any state intervention. Thus, under neoliberalism there is a rollback of obstacles that limit the 

flow of capital (e.g. protection of wages) and a framing of economic stratification as individual choice (De 

Lissovoy, 2013). 
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several scholars use the term ‘carcerality’ to explore the continuum of the carceral (Moral et al, 

2018). In other words, ‘carcerality’ is used to trace how carceral logics and practices operate 

across diverse spaces—from overtly carceral institutions like prisons to more ambiguous sites 

such as residential schools (Woolford & Gacek, 2016). While ‘the carceral’ refers to 

interconnected structures and systems that enforce the above techniques, ‘carcerality’ 

emphasizes the condition or state of the above techniques as can be seen throughout many 

aspects of society, highlighting a “gradations of carcerality” (Moral et al., 2018, p. 671). 

Carcerality can also be understood phenomenologically to describe how individuals experience 

carceral conditions across different contexts. While carceral control and surveillance are present 

within non-profit agencies, so is care and support. 

1.1.2 Current ‘alternatives to imprisonment’  

Currently, there is a mélange of community sanctions still said to be ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ residing alongside the ‘tough-on-crime’ inclination. During the 2025 federal 

election, Canada experienced a marked shift toward punitiveness in political rhetoric. 

Conservative Party leader Pierre Poilievre repeatedly described the country as “broken”, citing 

issues like rising crime, addiction, and the cost of living. This framing echoed themes often 

found in right-wing populist discourse, invoking a sense of societal decline and the need to 

restore traditional values. While Poilievre did not explicitly endorse Christian nationalism, 

scholars have noted that some of his language resonated with or indirectly appealed to Christian 

nationalist ideologies (Gasson-Gardner, 2025). 

Although commonly described as centrist or center-left in recent media coverage, the 

Liberal Party also adopted more security-focused policies in 2025. Their platform emphasized 

public safety, pledging to strengthen law enforcement and tighten bail laws, as well as 



 
 

6 

reinvesting in defense to support Canadian sovereignty (Liberal Party of Canada, 2025). These 

positions reflect a broader political trend in Canada toward more punitive and nationalistic 

stances across party lines. 

At the same time, this political pivot has unfolded against a backdrop of increasing public 

awareness of systemic inequality within Canada’s penal system. Growing recognition of 

systemic oppression5 has intensified through calls for reconciliation with Indigenous peoples and 

demands to end racism, particularly in light of movements such as Black Lives Matter 

(DasGupta et al., 2020; Gilmore, 2022). This mounting pressure compelled the Government of 

Canada under former Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to address systemic oppression within its 

punitive systems. In addition, these current so-called alternatives are justified in terms of being 

more humane, compassionate and supportive, and focused on the root cause of ‘crime’, such as 

mental health and substance abuse struggles (Department of Justice, 2021b). Similar to the 

reforms in the 1960s and 1970s, these programs are stated as having better outcomes 

(Department of Justice, 2021b). With the many sources that discuss the need to address systemic 

oppression, the question remains as to whether an expansion of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ is 

the answer. Discussed below, the calls for reform have emerged from grassroots groups, media, 

activist scholars, and reports.  

Completed in 1996, The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) brought 

attention to the systemic injustices faced by Indigenous people in so-called Canada, such as 

residential schools and other colonial practices. Since then, there have been numerous other 

reports highlighting systemic oppression within the penal system. For instance, the Officer of the 

Correctional Investigator—an ombudsperson office that makes recommendations to improve the 

 
5 Such as the unequal use of punitive sanctions for people who are Black, Indigenous, and other People of Colour in 

recent decades (e.g. OCI, 2013a; Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996) 
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‘correctional’ system—has made several suggestions over the years that have not been 

implemented. Specifically, the 2021-2022 report highlighted the growing Black, Indigenous, and 

people of colour (BIPOC) prison population and offered related recommendations, including 

practical and operational training in the areas of diversity, cultural sensitivity awareness and 

competency within Correctional Services of Canada (CSC), as well as having an ethnicity liaison 

officer to ensure culturally appropriate programming is available (OCI, 2022). In 2013, two 

special reports were released, one of which outlines how CSC has not fully followed sections 81 

and 84 of the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA) (OCI, 2013a, 2013b). These 

sections are intended to reduce systemic inequalities faced by criminalized Indigenous people by 

fostering collaboration with Indigenous communities to allow Indigenous autonomy over the 

criminalization process from sentencing to warrant expiry, and to have more access to healing 

lodges. Currently, access to healing lodges is limited as they mostly accept Indigenous people 

serving sentences in minimum security penitentiaries, effectively excluding 90% of the 

imprisoned Indigenous population located in higher security facilities (OCI, 2012). Section 84 of 

the CCRA was intended to provide some autonomy to Indigenous communities to implement 

release plans to Indigenous prisoners through information sharing (OCI, 2012).  

Again, in the 2013-2014 report, Howard Sapers discusses the growing federal population, 

increasing by 17.5% since March 2005, with the Indigenous prison population growing by 

47.4%, Black population increasing by over 75%, and white populations declining by 3% (OCI, 

2014). The corresponding fourteenth recommendation addresses the ‘overrepresentation’6 of 

Indigenous individuals in prisons and the underlying social conditions that cause it (i.e. 

 
6 I put overrepresentation in quotes to suggest that although some populations are criminalized at higher rates than 

others, to indicate an ‘overrepresentation’ is to suggest there is a correct or proportional amount of people who 

should be criminalized. However, from an abolitionist stance, no one should be kept in cages. 
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residential schools, foster system, and drug dependency and abuse). It states: “14. I recommend 

that CSC conduct an audit to assess whether Aboriginal Social History factors are being 

adequately considered in case management records and decisions” (OCI, 2014). The special 

report highlights how Black prisoners experience discrimination in prison and are more likely to 

be placed in maximum security institutions despite having lower ratings of risk and overall need 

(OCI, 2013a). The OCI has also documented how Black prisoners are released later in their 

sentence, are less likely to be granted temporary absences, and are less likely to reoffend post-

release. They are more likely to incur institutional charges, less likely to be employed in prison, 

and more likely to be in segregation units and involved in use of force occurrences (OCI, 2013a). 

Racism and discrimination have not only been highlighted within prisons and the penal 

system, but are also visible in society on a larger scale through genocide and ongoing 

colonization (Starblanket, 2018). Recognizing these systemic injustices, The Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) issued 94 calls to action to address the 

discrimination faced by Indigenous people. Relevant to my project, calls to action 30 and 31 

focus on eliminating the ‘overrepresentation’ of Indigenous people who are imprisoned, and call 

for realistic ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that respond to underlying causes of ‘offending’ for 

Indigenous people (Yellowhead Institute, 2023). As of May 2025, only 14 of those calls to action 

had been completed, with 14 not yet started and 21 stalled (Indigenous Watchdog, n.d.). In terms 

of reconciliation, so-called Canada is only at the beginning of this long journey, with a quote 

from the Yellowhead Institute (2022) report questioning the “limits of ‘reconciliation’ as a 

framework for meaningful and lasting change” (p. 13).  

Alongside the TRC’s calls to action, the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered 

Indigenous Women and Girls (2015) has drawn attention to the missing and murdered 
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Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people across Turtle Island. Within prisons, we 

see the colonial project at work through cases such as R. v. Gladue, in which a Cree woman was 

convicted of manslaughter after fatally stabbing her common-law partner who had been abusive 

to her (Parrott, 2023). The Supreme Court of Canada ruled that sentencing judges must consider 

systemic oppression faced by Indigenous people, such as colonialism, discrimination, and their 

high imprisonment rate, even when the accused does not live on a reserve. Despite this ruling, 

Kilty (2014) suggests that Gladue reports often fail to meaningfully reduce imprisonment rates, 

judges are inconsistent in how they apply Gladue principles, and the penal system fails to address 

broader structural issues. While it is clear that the carceral colonial project exists within prisons, 

what may be less evident is its proliferation throughout Turtle Island, including the under-

protection of Indigenous people, particularly Indigenous women and girls, and the power 

systems that create an environment in which there are so many missing, murdered and 

imprisoned Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people (Yellowhead Institute, 2022).  

Considering this context, the TRC’s calls for action include all governments taking 

immediate action in addressing violence and providing compensation to those impacted by 

missing Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people (National Inquiry into Missing 

and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, 2015). In addition, it is necessary to ensure basic 

rights are met, such as access to employment, housing, education, safety, and health care, as well 

as having Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people represented in leadership 

positions.  

Their final report sought to identify the underlying issues surrounding this urgent crisis. 

The first major finding was the following: 

The significant, persistent, and deliberate pattern of systemic racial and gendered human 

rights and Indigenous rights violations and abuses – perpetuated historically and 
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maintained today by the Canadian state, designed to displace Indigenous Peoples from 

their land, social structures, and governance and to eradicate their existence as Nations, 

communities, families, and individuals – is the cause of the disappearances, murders, and 

violence experienced by Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people, and is 

genocide. This colonialism, discrimination, and genocide explains the high rates of 

violence against Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people. An absolute 

paradigm shift is required to dismantle colonialism within Canadian society, and from all 

levels of government and public institutions. Ideologies and instruments of colonialism, 

racism, and misogyny, past and present, must be rejected. (Yellowhead Institute, 2022, p. 

174) 

 

Unsurprisingly, residential schools, the sixties scoop (Fachinger, 2019), continued land 

extraction, not honouring treaty agreements (Monchalin, 2016), and other colonial 

manifestations of past and present constitute the social and economic climate in which so many 

Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people have gone missing and have been 

murdered (Yellowhead Institute, 2022). More specifically, historic and ongoing colonial 

practices have long-lasting impacts on Indigenous communities, including underreporting harms 

to law enforcement, increased risk of poverty, limited access to education and healthcare, and 

heightened vulnerability to violence (Yellowhead Institute, 2022). In addition, Indigenous people 

having less structural power which increases their risk of violence. If carceral structures 

(re)produce power systems in which Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people can 

go missing, are murdered and largely ignored by the state, then investments in alternatives to 

prisons that are not a part of this carceral regime, existing outside of the colonial project, ought 

to be considered.  

 Furthermore, the murder of George Floyd by police in Minnesota became a pivotal 

moment, uniting racial justice and anti-carceral activists alongside much of the public. This 

sparked an international movement that spread beyond the United States to countries like Canada 

(e.g., CBC News 2020a; CBC News, 2020b; CBC News, 2023; Montpetit & McFarlane, 2020), 

bringing anti-Black racism to the forefront of public discourse. This community organizing has 
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been complimented by scholars who have recently written about how racism is embedded into 

the socio-economic and political realms of so-called Canada (e.g. Maynard, 2017) and the United 

States (e.g. Gilmore, 2022). All the above movements have been shifting the social fabric of 

what is seen and unseen, bringing colonialism and anti-Black racism into the light where it is 

visible, resisted, and potentially dismantled. These movements put pressure on the Trudeau7 

government which claimed to be addressing these urgent issues.  

All this is to say that the Canadian government was facing considerable public pressure 

when it introduced new legislation to address the ‘overrepresentation’ of Black and Indigenous 

people in prisons. This is not the federal government’s first attempt to address Indigenous 

‘overrepresentation’. Indeed, reports documenting the ‘overrepresentation’ of Indigenous peoples 

in prison were published decades ago (e.g. Daubney, 1988; Dussault & Erasmus, 1996). We 

already have legislation that requires ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ to be considered before 

imprisonment, including section 718.2(e) which notes: “all available sanctions other than 

imprisonment that are reasonable in the circumstances should be considered for all offenders, 

with particular attention to the circumstances of aboriginal offenders”. The R v. Gladue (1999) 

decision also resulted with the Parliament of Canada overturning the lower courts decision 

because they failed to use section 718.2 appropriately when considering an Indigenous person’s 

sentence (Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres, 2014). In light of the difference 

between conceptions of justice for Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, and the 

‘overrepresentation’ of Indigenous people in carceral spaces, Gladue makes it clear that courts 

are supposed to consider systemic factors that lead Indigenous people into the penal system.  

 
7 Although Trudeau stepped down in 2025 (BBC News, 2025) near the end of writing this dissertation, throughout I 

still refer to the ‘Trudeau government’ as these changes and commitments were promised while he was the Prime 

Minister. 
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Once again, in recognition that colonialism and racism still exist in so-called Canada and 

its penal systems, the federal government has made a stated effort to address these issues through 

a proposed bill advocating for additional alternative sanctions. ‘Alternatives to incarceration’ are 

often assumed to lessen the harms of the criminal (in)justice system8 (for examples, see 

Department of Justice, 2021b; Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada, 2017). 

Indeed, the Trudeau government proposed Bill C-22 during the 44th Parliament, 1st session to 

repeal many of the previous government’s mandatory minimum sentences, as well as to 

encourage police and prosecutors to use diversion to reduce the use of incarceration 

(Government of Canada, 2021a, 2021b). Bill C-22 was tabled in recognition that “Indigenous 

and Black people are more likely to be admitted to federal prisons for an offence punishable by a 

mandatory minimum penalty” (Walia, 2021) and was still awaiting second reading in the House 

of Commons (Parliament of Canada, n.d.) before prorogation on January 6th 2025 stopped the 

bill which must be reintroduced at the next session of Parliament to be considered for Royal 

Assent. Jody Wilson-Raybould, the previous Minister of Justice under the Trudeau government, 

has suggested an increased use in ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ in recognition that the criminal 

(in)justice system needs to be reviewed to ensure it is “just, compassionate, and timely.” 

(Government of Canada, 2023b). The Indigenous Justice Strategy is underway, without any 

recommendations yet, after working with different Indigenous groups (Government of Canada, 

2023a). This means that the federal government is, if their rhetoric is to be believed, working 

towards expanding diversion at different stages of the penal process to decrease the anti-Black 

 
8 I employ the abolitionist term criminal (in)justice system to avoid writing in euphemisms, which hide the true 

nature of the carceral (Christie, 2007). Thus, like other authors who use the term criminal (in)justice system (e.g., 

Bloom, 2001; Corteen & Steele, 2018), I am indicating that the penal system does not manifest justice. Throughout 

this paper, I strive to avoid privileging knowledges and logics of the white supremacist state by avoiding state-speak.  
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and Indigenous structural racism that is rampant throughout policing, courts, and prison (see 

Maynard, 2017). If passed, the measures in bill C-22 would allow police and prosecutors to use 

diversion measures and alternatives to criminalization particularly for drug possession (Walia, 

2021).  

More recently, the Government of Canada injected $11.5 million for mental health 

organizations in 2020, with a portion specifically to divert Black Canadians from a penal system 

engrained with deep-seated systemic discrimination (Government of Canada, 2021a, 2021b). The 

federal government is also providing $10 million over five years for community-based 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ programs for Indigenous peoples “to support the development of 

alternatives to custody and reintegration projects for Indigenous offenders” (Public Safety 

Canada, 2020). This is in response to the federal government recognizing that Indigenous 

peoples are ‘overrepresented’ in prisons. The Government of Canada recognizes that Indigenous 

people are almost five times as likely to be imprisoned (in a federal penitentiary) compared to 

non-Indigenous people (Gutierrez et al., 2017) and are more likely to be imprisoned for violent 

offences, placed in administrative segregation, stay in custody later in their sentence, and have 

their conditional release revoked while on parole. The funding aimed at Indigenous peoples is for 

counseling, mental health, and addiction institutions, claiming they are alternatives which help 

criminalized persons “heal, rehabilitate, and find good jobs”, rather than be punished (Public 

Safety Canada, 2017).  

The Canadian government acknowledges that police and prisons are not effective at 

‘correcting’ those who are dependent on drugs and who struggle with mental health (Department 

of Justice, 2021a; House of Commons Canada, 2010). For years, police forces have introduced 

initiatives in a stated effort to make their officers more sensitive to working with these 
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populations pushed to the margins. Examples include Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) 

training for police officers (Ontario Association of Chiefs of Police, 2020) and having mental 

health workers go to service calls with police9 in response to community demands for 

alternatives to policing. Along with this, police can use discretion in the name of diverting 

people from the penal system through placing marginalized populations into programs that 

address struggles related to mental wellness and drug-use (Government of Canada, 2021b). It is 

interesting to note that despite recent measures to privilege alternatives to criminalization and 

imprisonment, federal (e.g., CBC News, 2021; Piché, 2017) and provincial (e.g., Solicitor 

General, 2021) governments continue to invest in prison building and additions to existing 

carceral institutions (Jones, 2020), making it seem like these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are 

moreso additions to the carceral system as they are not replacing prisons. Although halfway 

houses10 have been deemed carceral add-ons for decades (Cohen, 1985; Ekstedt & Jackson, 

1988), they are still being funded and described by state authorities as ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ (Correctional Service Canada, 2018; Government of Canada, 2020a).   

While the government is seeking to implement ‘alternatives to incarceration’ with the 

assumption they are beneficial, much of the literature suggests diversion programs may be add-

ons rather than ‘alternatives to the imprisonment’ (Chantraine et al., 2007; Cohen, 1985; 

Schenwar & Law, 2020). This is to say that there is a debate as to whether ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ are beneficial and/or are themselves manifestations of carceral control.  

 
9 These are known as Crisis Intervention Teams (CIT). It is both taught as curriculum to sensitize police officers to 

the needs of marginalized populations, and is a group of mental health workers, police, and sometimes other workers 

to respond to calls related to mental health (Bratina et al., 2020; Rogers et al., 2019). 

10 Halfway houses are also known as community residential facilities (CRFs) where particularly ‘violent offenders’ 

are required to live temporarily, with certain conditions, while transitioning from prisons to the community 

(Correctional Service Canada, 2015). However, they often have community beds and act as a transition into the 

community for less serious crimes and prisoners who have ‘earned’ it.  
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Although carceral spaces continue to exist and are being expanded (Piché et al., 2024), 

abolitionist moments exist alongside them. Abolition geography highlights the need for moments 

and movements that create fissures and cracks in the carceral, creating abolitionist spaces, 

relationships, and moments, however fleeting (Gilmore, 2022). The capitalist order, including 

under neoliberalism, creates space where prisons, carceral spaces, and other forms of 

exploitation are necessary. The carceral system supports liberal reforms as they subscribe to the 

idea that carceral spaces can be humane, creating room where prisons and other carceral spaces 

in the community can continue unabated. To tie this together, although ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ are often considered to be humane, they are nonetheless part of the carceral 

capitalist order which seeks profit from the exploitation of groups pushed to the margins 

(Gilmore, 2022). Merely being an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ is too low of a standard, as it 

does not question the carceral coercion and control throughout many aspects of society, nor does 

it leave room to address the potential for contributing to net-widening and transcarceration 

(Chantraine et al., 2007; Cohen, 1985). Therefore, my dissertation centers on the extent to which 

such initiatives function as alternatives to the carceral, which carceral abolitionists might endorse 

(Piché & Larsen, 2010).  

In terms of my theoretical framework for analyzing these ‘alternative’ measures, I 

conceptualize carceral abolition as the dismantling of mechanisms of surveillance, control, and 

broader punitive trends in addition to eradicating cops, courts, and cages. For example, the 

politics of insecurity—or the rhetoric that risks can and should be measured and avoided—fuels 

pre-‘crime’ detention in the name of public safety. Two such manifestations include (1) so-called 

terrorists being detained without any specific allegations, victims, or sentence and (2) so-called 
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illegal migrants held in immigration detention camps pending deportation (Piché & Larsen, 

2010).  

Alongside the Canadian government funding and encouraging the use of ‘alternatives to 

incarceration’, there is much diversion research (Bird & Shemilt, 2019; Bright & Martire, 2013) 

and theory (Cohen, 1985; Lowman et al., 1987) that explore the pitfalls and possibilities of such 

measures. For example, diversion can translate to persons being swept into the system through a 

mental health program (Cohen, 1985) or becoming known to the police—leading to further 

police interaction. Transcarceration refers to how marginalized individuals are transferred 

between different carceral spaces (Arrigo, 2001; Foucault, 1977; Lowman et al., 1987; Rankin, 

2021).  

Much of this literature has shown how these so-called alternatives can cast a wider net for 

more marginalized persons to come into the carceral system, then remain in the system, 

transferred between carceral spaces (see, for example, Cohen, 1985; Lowman et al., 1987). These 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are often implemented by non-profits, with little apparent concern 

of the documented pitfalls (e.g. INCITE! 2017; Tomczak & Bennett, 2020). For example, Justin 

Trudeau’s plan for ‘alternatives to incarceration’ often references collaboration, such as with 

“Canadians, civil society and stakeholders, including businesses of all sizes, organized labour, 

the broader public sector and the not-for-profit and charitable sectors” (Trudeau, 2019). All this 

is to say that the Canadian government appears eager to implement more ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ within the non-profit sector.  

This opens the need to explore the non-profit sector. Specifically, I explore whether non-

profit agencies successfully implement alternatives to, or extend, carceral control. Tomczak 

(2017; Tomzcak & Bennett, 2020), INCITE! (2017) and others have examined the ideologies, 
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possibilities, and limitations of non-profits, illuminating how the sector often dilutes original 

radical goals that provide them with their raison d’être and give rise to the programs they 

operate. Indeed, hegemonic neoliberal ideologies (e.g. meritocracy) create barriers to progressing 

care and support for oppressed people, because people feel less responsible for the well-being of 

others and the conditions in which we all live (Woolford & Hogeveen, 2014). However, there is 

little qualitative research with non-for-profit staff and wards of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

that focusses on whether they experience their program participation as liberatory and/or 

oppressive. This doctoral dissertation fills this gap by exploring staff and wards’ experiences of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’.  

These ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are born of reforms that harness the assumption of 

benevolence of the non-profit sector and the rhetoric of rehabilitative. They are often justified by 

claims of cost-efficiency relative to custody in prison, while simultaneously justifying the use of 

imprisonment for those who ‘must be kept in cages’. Indeed, advocates of ‘alternatives’ use the 

seemingly contradictory punishment and rehabilitation ideologies to underscore the benevolence 

of these measures (Tiger, 2013). In order words, treatment centres as ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ are justified by an uneasy relationship between punishment and rehabilitation. 

Historically, reformists have vehemently argued for the reforms assuming they are enlightened, 

ignoring the possible deleterious effects (Cohen, 1985). Of course, prisons were advanced as an 

enlightened reform to end the barbaric torture exerted on the body via corporal and capital 

punishment (Foucault, 1977). Since then, we have reformed prisons continually and they are still 

viewed as ineffective (e.g. Aaron, 2019; Ling, 2021; Mathiesen, 2006). 



 
 

18 

Knowing the history of unintended consequences of seemingly benevolent reforms,11 and 

the large amount of theory as to the potential net-widening, transcarceration, and other harmful 

consequences of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, research exploring the lived experiences of these 

initiatives is essential. Therefore, this study seeks to interrupt the blind push toward ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’ to take an empirical approach that is informed by the experts in this area, 

namely those who have experienced these programs and who previously or do currently work in 

them. Ultimately, we can use this knowledge from the experts to inform how to improve current 

and/or create better ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. 

This dissertation advances carceral abolitionism, specifically related to reform theory and 

praxis. Abolition is often pitted against reform because reforms often end up merely reifying the 

carceral structure (Davis, 2003). The shift from corporal and capital punishment towards 

imprisonment as a form of disciplinary power, although disguised as humanitarian, was a more 

efficient way to control specific populations (Foucault, 1977). Imprisonment, which was the 

result of penal reform, has been the target of abolitionist organizing for decades (Dixon, 2014; 

Kaba, 2021; Law, 2011; Meiners, 2011; Meiners & Quinn, 2010; Morris, 2000; Morris & West, 

2000). The anticipation of future reform failure leaves a nihilistic aftertaste to any reform effort, 

ultimately leading to the conclusion that any effort to progressively humanize the deprivation of 

liberty will ultimately fortify the carceral archipelago.12 However, many abolitionists recognize 

 
11 For example, probation stemmed from John Augustus, a shoemaker by trade, dedicating his life to assist 

criminalized people by aiding in their rehabilitation while avoiding sentencing (Rothman, 1980; Schiraldi, 2023). 

Probation was then taken up by progressive reformists who saw the ‘professionals’ as able to rehabilitate 

criminalized people, avoiding prison. Ultimately, this has led to net-widening (Cohen, 1985) and overworked 

probation officers breaching criminalized people for acts that would not otherwise be criminalized (Rothman, 1980; 

Schiraldi, 2023).  
12 As mentioned, abolitionists often subscribe to the idea that the carceral has expanded from the prisons to invade 

other institutions “in the arena of intellectual disability, treatment centers, and psychiatric hospitals” (Ben-Moshe, 

2020, p. 15). Foucault (1977) explores this concept through what he coined the carceral archipelago whereby 

carceral control is dispersed through various institutions to discipline subjects. 
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that radical social change requires interim reforms. For instance, Knopp and colleagues (2005) 

suggest that short-term reforms are the beginning of a focus on long-term abolitionist goals. 

Extending the stance that abolition is a process that happens in small and large reform efforts 

simultaneously, I advance carceral abolition by comparing liberal and abolitionist reform efforts. 

As I explain in the next section, the goal is to differentiate between reforms that fortify the 

system versus reforms that challenge it and can contribute to meaningful structural change. 

Based on the insights and perspectives of the participants, I critically assess the type of reforms 

these programs embody.  

The abolitionist stance is vital to this study as it provides space to assume that the world 

does not need prisons. As most studies on ‘crime’, prisons, and ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

assume a need for prisons, their focus is on improving the current systems, effectively 

normalizing the underpinning harms of the existing order. Abolition does not assume prisons are 

needed, allowing the researcher and interviewees to explore the harms of the carceral system, 

and what could help individuals before, during, and/or after being criminalized, without 

assuming that criminalization is necessary. Abolition geography (see Gilmore, 2022) 

compliments the abolitionist stance by exploring the aspects of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

that are indeed carceral. Thus, the goal is not to improve the carceral system, but to gather 

knowledge about its benefits which can be replicated, and its harms, which can be avoided.   

While the Canadian government is now again acknowledging and putting in place 

measures in a stated effort to increase fairness and address the increasing number of Indigenous 

and Black people within the criminal (in)justice system (Department of Justice, 2021a; 2021b), it 

is important to explore whether past patterns of expanding, rather than limiting, carceral power in 

the name of enacting alternatives to criminalization and punishment (Cohen, 1985) are being 
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repeated. One way to shed light on this is to explore how so-called diversion and decarceration 

programs that are already in place are experienced by workers and wards to examine to what 

extent new initiatives are likely to challenge and/or reproduce carceral logics13 and practices14. 

Such research will shed light on whether further entrenching such approaches will work towards 

reformist goals of reducing, let alone abolitionist goals of eradicating, the use of criminalization 

and punishment. To this end, this study involved interviewing a total of 30 workers and wards of 

many different ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ mostly within Ontario.15 All of these organizations 

run programs in a stated effort to remove people from the penal system, either before or after 

incarceration, allowing me to explore the lived experiences of those subject to and involved in 

the delivery of these alternatives.  

1.2 Motivations for this Study 

Outside of the need to explore these initiatives to determine whether they operate as 

reformist or abolitionist reforms, this project is rooted in my own entanglements with carceral 

control. Growing up, I had friends who were subjected to imprisonment, allowing me to see the 

harms and biases of the criminal (in)justice system and igniting my passion to seek structural 

change and work with populations pushed to the margins. Not knowing where to start, I began 

working at a halfway house, then for not-for-profits, where I supported individuals with what the 

agencies called ‘addiction and mental health’ challenges. In these positions, I identified both the 

potential for growth, healing, and care, as well as carceral control and neoliberal ideologies that 

 
13 Carceral logics are ways of thinking that allow carceral spaces to continue, including racism, colonialism, 

heteronormativity, and the responsibilization of individuals for social problems, among others.   
14 Carceral practices include control and coercion exerted on criminalized bodies.  
15 Ontario is a product of colonialism on unceded and surrendered Indigenous lands. Many interviews were in so-

called Ottawa, a city located on unceded and unsurrendered Algonquin Anishinaabe Territory.  
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promote personal responsibility with little to no acknowledgement of how societal structures 

shape one’s circumstances, decisions, and actions.  

Exemplifying the care I saw in one of these non-profit agencies, I witnessed a worker 

commit his entire shift and stay late to assist an Indigenous woman who was dependent on 

alcohol. She was binging on vodka, with staff providing her one oz of vodka every hour as part 

of their harm-reduction protocol. She was reexperiencing trauma, through memories resurfacing 

and general feelings of hopelessness that she had endured as an Indigenous person in so-called 

Canada. This relived experience manifested as yelling, throwing dishes at the worker, talk of 

self-harm and suicide, and passing out from alcohol poisoning to the degree staff had to 

constantly check on her to keep her in the prone position to ensure she did not choke on her own 

vomit. The point is that while some staff, hospitals, emergency services, family, and society on a 

broader level, had abandoned this woman, this worker cared enough to dodge dishes, serve her 

alcohol, and most importantly, care for her rather than call the police – a decision that could have 

resulted in her arrest and imprisonment where deaths in custody are an all too frequent 

occurrence (see Tracking (In)Justice, 2023).  

In contrast to the care that can be provided, support agencies also exhibit coercion and 

apply harmful neoliberal principles. I have witnessed a resident struggling with severe drug 

dependency. He overdosed several times every month on fentanyl and sought to quit through 

sheer willpower, unable to be admitted into a drug rehabilitation program due to the need for 

complete substance abstinence and long waiting lists. He lived in a group home where staff 

controlled his funds, including for groceries, shelter, clothes, access to prescription drugs, and 

other spending money. His residence had such strict rules that he wanted to move out, but 

another agency that provided him with support refused to help him get other housing as they 
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decided his current housing was the most appropriate for him. This left the resident stuck in a life 

he did not want and responsible to stop his own drug-dependency before he could have control 

over any other aspect of his life. The neoliberal carceral ideology, demonstrated in the above 

example, blames individuals for their socio-economic position and responsibilizes them to better 

their circumstances, justifying coercion and/or control for their so-called own good.16 These 

ideologies at work within carceral systems are inherently racist, classist, sexist, colonial, and 

ableist.17 While I entered the field of not-for-profits and support work thinking I would be 

working outside carceral systems, enacting care that resists and challenges carcerality, I soon 

realized I was very much working within the carceral structure, with care often being subjugated 

to an afterthought and used to justify programming without challenging the status quo.  

These experiences have led me back to school, where I aspire to be a part of change both 

within and beyond carceral structures towards ultimately dismantling them. My path continues 

through the completion of a PhD and conducting further research using a carceral abolitionist 

lens to expose inequalities and harms, as well as the beneficial aspects of ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’. This task is best completed through amplifying the voices of those who are 

experiencing carcerality. Thus, this current research privileges the voices of those who have been 

criminalized and subjected to programs billed as ‘alternatives to incarceration’ and the workers 

of such programs, to gain insight into the duality of care and coercion, and how they are 

experienced.  

 
16 For example, the above narrative illustrates how the agency controlled someone’s money due to them being 

dependent on drugs. This control is said to be for their own good, removing their autonomy over how to spend 

money, without adequate services to assist with illegalized drug use desistence.   
17 Indeed, systems of oppression are endemic to capitalism, as surplus labour and land is used to maintain the 

capitalist regime (Gilmore, 2022). Thus, prisons and policing are informed by colonialism and racism, used to 

oppress and disenfranchise Indigenous (Crosby & Monaghan, 2018; Monchalin, 2017) and other BIPOC 

(Alexander, 2020; Gilmore, 2022; Maynard, 2017; Vitale, 2018). Additionally, other oppressed bodies are 

imprisoned as well, such as those who are cripped and/or mad (Ben-Moshe, 2020), with systems of inequality 

intersecting and further marginalizing people.  
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My experience as a worker in not-for-profit agencies makes me an ‘insider’ with the 

staff, which is important to help ameliorate power differentials that can be encountered in the 

research process (Olukotun et al., 2021). Thus, like Olukotun and colleagues (2021), I shared 

some of my positionality, when it was appropriate, to achieve anti-oppressive research in which 

workers and criminalized people feel comfortable sharing honestly in a judgement-free zone. 

While I am not an ‘insider’ with the wards, as I have never been subject to an ‘alternative to 

imprisonment’, I have sought to reduce power differentials through collaborating with 

participants (Brown & Strega, 2015; Muhammad et al., 2015) so they have more control over the 

research.18 However, it is important to acknowledge that power inequalities remain, as being in 

the interviewer position, without being criminalized, and pursuing a doctoral degree, are all 

positions of privilege (Brown & Strega, 2015; Olukotun et al., 2021). 

1.3 Wards and Workers as Experts 

Before I explore wards and workers as experts, it’s important to justify the use of the 

term ‘ward’. I use the term ‘ward’ to denote how admission and prolonged stay at these so-called 

alternative spaces are not always voluntary. Even if they are legally voluntary, this perspective 

often overlooks socio-economic reasons why individuals may have no alternatives or not 

understand that they may want to leave the institution (Ben-Moshe, 2020). Bourdieu and 

Thompson (1991) suggest that language is a form of power. Words “define and construct 

identities and relationships” (Hubner, 2014); thus, it is important to question commonly used 

words. McLaughlin (2009) critiques the terms ‘client’, ‘consumer’, ‘customer’, ‘service user’ 

and ‘expert’. In the 1970s, mental health and social services in Sweden stopped using the term 

‘client’ because it is “repressive and derogatory” (Hubner, 2014), while McLaughlin (2009) 

 
18 This is discussed in Chapter 4. 
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suggests the word ‘client’ implies passivity. Hubner (2014) discusses how the term ‘service user’ 

or ‘user’ hide the power inequalities inherent in the delivery of social services. This suggests that 

calling someone a ‘service user’ reduces one’s identity to only one who is using this service, 

ignoring the multiple identities people have, and how many people require social services at 

some point in their life. McLaughlin (2009) suggests that although better, the term ‘service user’ 

does not specify which service is being used and can be conflated with ‘users’—a term that 

usually derogatorily describes people who use drugs. Indeed, being a consumer or customer 

assumes a marketization of social services in which the customer’s desires are met—which is not 

always the case. The term ‘experts’ is inaccurate, as people are the experts of their own lives 

(McLaughlin, 2009; Sherwood et al., 2015). Hence, I hesitantly use the term ‘ward(s)’ to suggest 

that people in these agencies are subject to the agency’s coercion and/or care, whether they are in 

the program voluntarily or not. This term, like all others, creates a “mobilisation of bias” 

(Schattschneider, 1975) in that some issues are mobilized in and some are mobilized out. While 

the term ‘ward’ addresses the coercive and perhaps involuntary nature of these ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ programs run by non-profit agencies, it does not account for those who may be 

empowered and navigate their own services. 

It is not surprising that there is not a lot of research from those subjected to and working 

at ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Learning from marginalized and oppressed groups is a rare 

episteme as oppressed groups are traditionally said to not be the experts and are in need of expert 

outsider assistance (Piché et al., 2014). Fortunately, there has been an evolution in the notion of 

who is an expert, shifting from outsider academic and formally educated to people with lived 

experiences (Einwohner, 2011; Kilty et al., 2014). This means that those who are subjected to 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are indeed the experts of their lives, offering detailed experiences 
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and perspectives that are vital to our understanding of these institutions. Workers of these 

alternatives may be assumed to be in line with the institutional rhetoric and practices; however, 

this is not always the case as seen in this project. Although workers are not the experts of the 

wards’ lives, I suggest that the workers offer a nuanced perspective as they experience the front-

line efforts of these agencies, seeing how wards are impacted by the policies and practices of 

their workplaces from a different perspective, and offer their own insights concerning the care 

and/or control that they offer/exert on wards. Both perspectives are valuable and offer a well-

rounded, nuanced understanding of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’.  

Research on a micro-level is needed to engage with the common-sense assumption that 

alternatives are benevolent, and the academic position that alternatives are more of the same 

(Cohen, 1985). Specifically, the data collected explores the micro-level aspects of care and 

coercion, which helps illustrate to what degree the institutions are alternatives to the carceral. 

This analytical level enables the research to overcome being restricted to the good/bad 

dichotomy, instead examining what is experienced as beneficial and what is experienced as 

negative. This allows a lessening of the tension between viewing the alternatives as benevolent, 

or seeing them as mere carceral extensions, and instead paves a way forward that documents 

coercive and harmful aspects of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, while also acknowledging those 

that nurture care and support for those subjected to these initiatives.  

1.4 Research Questions 

As mentioned, this project explores the lived experiences of those involved in the 

delivery of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, with the goal of understanding the extent of carceral 

power and violence and/or care and compassion that is at work in these initiatives. Ultimately, 

these narratives can better help ascertain whether, and in what ways, these ‘alternatives to 
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imprisonment’ constitute liberal ‘alternatives to imprisonment’—extending carceral control—or 

abolitionist alternatives to the carceral—challenging carceral logics. In this way, these narratives 

help to evaluate the aspects of the initiatives that operate outside of the carceral and the aspects 

that are extensions of it. The specific research questions of this project include the following:  

1. What are the lived experiences of wards and workers of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’?  

2. How is carceral power and violence understood and/or experienced by those working in 

and receiving services by entities responsible for ‘alternatives to imprisonment’?  

3. How is care, compassion and/or support understood and/or experienced by those working 

in and receiving services by entities responsible for ‘alternatives to imprisonment’?  

4. Is there a difference in understanding between those working for ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ and those subjected to them with respect to carceral power and violence, 

as well as care, compassion, and support?  

5. Do wards and/or workers of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ resist carceral control? If so, 

how?  

6. What type of reform are these initiatives? Do they extend and/or challenge the carceral?  

As a carceral abolitionist who supports abolitionist reform efforts, I add to the current 

abolitionist literature through exploring if and how reforms fit within this radical approach. This 

research does so by extending knowledge through marginalized voices. The wards are the 

experts of their own lives and experiences and thus must be incorporated into the construction of 

social theory. In short, the goal of this dissertation is to explore the phenomenological 

experiences of both the supportive and coercive elements of so-called alternatives to 

imprisonment to illuminate how these initiatives serve as alternatives to and/or extensions of the 

carceral. 
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1.5 Conclusion and Chapter Outline 

In this chapter, I outlined the need for this study and presented my research questions. 

The next three chapters include the literature review, theoretical framework, and methods that 

informed the completion of my dissertation, while chapters five, six, and seven present the 

results and analysis. Chapter 2 starts by outlining literature surrounding ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’; specifically, I discuss how the carceral has permeated ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’, which expanded significantly starting in the 1960s. I also engage with literature 

on transcarceration and discuss how ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are theorized as being part of 

the carceral, leading to more marginalized populations being caught-up in the penal archipelago. 

Finally, I discuss the possibilities and limitations of the non-profit sector in an effort to confront 

and build alternatives to oppressive carceral practices in a context where the Canadian 

government is moving towards expanding alternatives to criminalization and imprisonment 

through the non-profit sector (Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada, 2017).  

Chapter 3 outlines carceral abolition and abolition geography and explains how I use 

these theoretical lenses together. Carceral abolition and abolition geography both allow for the 

examination of carceral logics embedded within multiple facets of society, including the so-

called community corrections sector where ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ operate. Carceral 

abolition is used to inform my abolition reform typology, in which short-, medium-, and long-

term reforms can progress abolition (see Morris, 2023). The goal is to create small abolition 

geographies and dismantle carceral logics that (re)produce carceral geographies (Gilmore, 2022), 

while not abandoning those currently subject to carceral structures and necessarily avoiding the 

expansion of carceral geographies.  
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Chapter 4 outlines epistemological considerations and methods informing my research, 

along with study limitations, challenges, and some ethical considerations I encountered. I also re-

introduce my research questions and discuss the phenomenological approach used to gather 

information from those with lived experience and those working directly with criminalized 

people during this study. This is necessary to add to the conversation about ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’, as their voices need to be incorporated into theory and action.  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 present my results and analysis, each integrating quotes throughout to 

show expert knowledge on the discussed topics. Chapter 5 discusses how care and support are 

present within these agencies. Care, support, and other benefits, such as staff who listen, access 

to programming, practical support, therapeutic benefits, and cultural sensitivity, were all evident 

within the programs. This information helps us better understand how benefits from current 

alternatives can be incorporated into initiatives that are considered alternatives to the carceral.  

Chapter 6 explores how coercion and control are experienced in the context of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’. The themes explored in this chapter include the control of staff 

and the agency, being removed from family and friends, detrimental living situations, program 

rules, control of movement, forced help, and the limits of treatment as a cure to complex physical 

and mental health issues. The many similar coercive elements between ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ and imprisonment raised by both wards and workers were significant, challenging 

the concept that such initiatives are indeed ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. 

Alongside the many narratives of coercion and control, many participants indicated their 

alternative was ‘better than prison’. Although this may seem like a supportive statement, this 

rhetoric may garner further support for these initiatives that were also said to be similar to 

imprisonment in many ways. Thus, being ‘better than prison’ is an unacceptably low bar to 
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measure the value of such initiatives. Chapter 7 draws connections between participants’ 

narratives and the literature on net-widening and transcarceration to explore the many ways in 

which these alternatives are similar to prisons. Importantly, this section highlights the many 

ways in which current alternatives could be improved, while simultaneously working toward a 

future free of prisons and carceral spaces.  

Finally, Chapter 8 outlines the most significant contributions arising from this study, 

such as contributing to abolitionist reform theory and privileging the voices of those most 

marginalized to be the voices of change. I outline the limitations of this dissertation, the most 

significant being the lack of intersectional, and specifically Black and Indigenous, voices. Lastly, 

I suggest future areas for research and the need for immediate changes to ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ that decrease harm and do not expand the carceral structure. I also highlight the 

need for ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that are better positioned to meet the needs of 

criminalized people and offer support prior to imprisonment. Ultimately, the goal of this study is 

to produce research that contributes to making prisons, along with other forms of carceral 

control, obsolete (Davis, 2003). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The state uses the term “alternatives to incarceration” as a descriptor for the numerous 

punitive ‘services’ that exist outside of prisons and are often contracted out to the non-profit 

sector. With the Canadian government continuing to invest in ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, it is 

vital to examine if they are indeed working on lessening and/or extending carceral logics and 

techniques. To this end, this section engages with previous research that has explored whether 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ have acted as extensions of the carceral system. For the purposes 

of this chapter, I explore both uncritical and critical literature19 to highlight the many ways in 

which the same initiatives (i.e. those considered to be ‘alternatives to imprisonment’) can be 

conceptualized and understood—specifically how they can be understood as alternatives, and/or 

as extensions of the carceral. If an initiative is not resisting underpinning carceral logics, it is 

ultimately a part of the carceral structure (Foucault, 1977).  

This chapter maps the emergence of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’—rooted in the failure 

of prisons and prison reform—and the current literature surrounding their possibilities and 

pitfalls. To this end, this section begins by briefly exploring how prisons do not achieve their 

stated—or manifest—objectives, namely rehabilitation, deterrence, justice, and incapacitation, 

and subsequently points to how prison and prison reform failure created the push for ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’ in the 1960s that continues today. Next, I explore the expansion of ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’ in the 1960s and 1970s including Correctional Services of Canada (CSC) run 

parole and provincially run probation. The penal voluntary sector consists of non-profits 

involved in direct penal control such as those who operate halfway houses (also known as 

 
19 For my purposes, uncritical literature includes sources that use the term alternative to incarceration as it does not 

challenge prevailing norms, ideologies, or assumptions. In contrast, critical literature—such as works that use the 

term non-profit industrial complex or shadow state—challenges dominant ideologies.  
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Community Residencial Facilities), which I explore through a review of literature that raises 

questions about the role played by this sector in social control. Finally, I explore both the 

possibilities and pitfalls of so-called alternatives to imprisonment in the non-profit sector which 

have the stated aim of diverting and decarcerating individuals from carceral spaces and related 

harms. In exploring this literature, I identify key insights that inform my research and identify 

gaps in knowledge that this study aims to address. 

2.1 Prisons Don’t Work (How Proponents Claim They Work) 

Foucault (1977) argues that prisons produce docile bodies through disciplinary practices, 

transforming them to conform to the demands of both the institution and the broader society it 

serves. Further, many scholars have discussed how prisons are productive in that they profit from 

marginalized, and especially racialized, bodies (Davis, 2005; Gilmore, 2022; Wacquant, 2009). 

The theory chapter highlights the latent—or hidden—function of prisons as sites of economic 

productivity, especially in terms of extracting surplus labour from racialized bodies. For the 

purposes of this section, I explore how the prison has failed to achieve many of its manifest—or 

stated—objectives (Reasons & Kaplan, 1975).  

Even politicians and government officials are eager to claim that prisons need to be 

improved and are often ineffective in the long-term (e.g. Government of Canada, 2020b). For 

instance, CSC (2015) acknowledges: 

Since imprisonment generally offers the public protection from criminal behaviour for 

only a limited time, rehabilitation of the offender is of great importance. However, 

prisons have not generally been effective in reforming their inmates, as the high 

incidence of recidivism among prison populations shows.  
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In addition, there is much research as to the harms and failures of imprisonment (see, for 

example, Mathiesen, 2006). Rehabilitation20 implemented within prisons has tended to produce 

poor results (Mathiesen, 2006) due to the pains of imprisonment such as loss of autonomy, 

security, and liberty (Sykes,1958); however, there have been some positive rehabilitative efforts 

behind bars in the context of prison education programs such as Walls to Bridges (Pollack & 

Mayor, 2023; also see Baranger et al., 2018).  

Despite the possible good that can occur within them, overall prisons are cesspools of 

violence, racism, and hatred, perpetuating harms rather than reducing them. Imprisonment is 

linked to heightened risk of self-harm, deaths by suicide, insecurity, psychological violence, and 

emotional trauma (Johns, 2018). There is a considerable amount of research showing that ‘crime’ 

rates do not correlate with imprisonment rates (e.g. Wakefield & Uggen, 2010), meaning that 

imprisonment shows little evidence for decreasing criminalized acts. In fact, those released from 

cages are often not equipped to (re)integrate into society (Johns, 2018) economically, socially, or 

emotionally. For decades it has been recognized that the stigma of criminalization and 

imprisonment also prevents one from fully participating in society upon their release from 

custody. For example, Holzer (1996) found that in four cities in the United States, 60 percent of 

employers would not hire an applicant with a criminal record. Within the Canadian context, 

McAleese and Latimer (2017) explore how criminal records are huge barriers to living a fulfilled 

life, including limiting one’s ability to obtain employment. It is not surprising that prisons do not 

‘rehabilitate’ as they cause much additional harm, creating an environment conducive to violence 

rather than healing. 

 
20 Broadly speaking, rehabilitation is “the process of bringing something back to functioning order” (Mathiesen, 

2006, p. 27). According to Mathiesen, (2006), rehabilitation has often been used other than how it was intended, and 

lacks creativity, almost always focussing on work, school, morality, and discipline—which are all bourgeoisie 

traditions (Hall et al., 2013; Mathiesen, 2006).  
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 A lot of physical (Caravaca-Sánchez et al., 2023) and sexual (Hannah-Moffat, (2013) 

abuse occurs within prisons by both staff and other prisoners. Imprisonment not only deeply 

impacts the health of those being caged, but also their families, communities, and the country as 

a whole (Plough, 2022). Having a higher rate of imprisonment breaks down community ties as 

family and community members are being transported in and out of prisons and other carceral 

sites (Gilmore, 2007). The fear of crime that arises from such high imprisonment rates coupled 

with heightened media coverage on violent crimes responsibilizes community members to 

surveil each other, instead of forming and growing meaningful bonds (Bennett et al., 2014). Any 

amount of prison time is associated with higher rates of ill-health, such as communicable disease, 

chronic health conditions, mental unwellness, and substance use (Bennett et al., 2014). One of 

the main indicators of and negative health consequences of being imprisoned is the lack of dental 

hygiene (Fiegler-Rudol et al., 2025). For example, instead of any proactive dental care—such as 

cleaning and/or fillings—prisons extract teeth, leaving those who have been imprisoned with 

fewer teeth. Although there is a long list of the negative consequences of spending any amount 

of time in jail and/or prison, I have only briefly discussed them here as my research starts from 

the position that imprisonment is inherently harmful and aims to explore the harms and/or 

benefits of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’.  

Other stated objectives are also not fully achieved. Deterrence21 is a paradigm that is 

rarely questioned, although efficacy ranges from creating more criminalized acts,22 to a 

statistically insignificant decrease in criminalized harms (Mathiesen, 2006, pp. 59-60). In 

 
21 Deterrence is the idea that sanctions, such as imprisonment, reduce the likelihood that anyone will ‘commit’ a 

‘crime’—known as general deterrence—or a previously sanctioned individual will ‘commit’ another ‘crime’—

known as specific deterrence (Mathiesen, 2006).  
22 For example, Ross and colleagues (1984) observed drunk driving laws in Finland, Denmark, Norway, and 

Sweden, where deterrence measures, such as random police checks, emerged. The results were negligible, with 

some areas experiencing an increase in drunk driving fatalities and others having a small decrease (Mathiesen, 2006, 

p. 60).  
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addition, there is an ethical dilemma when punishing one individual to deter either that person or 

others (see Christie, 2007; Mathiesen, 2006). The justice ideology assumes that the criminal 

(in)justice system can provide a length and type of sentence that is consistent and fair for all 

criminalized harms and ‘offenders’ (Mathiesen, 2006). Of course, this is not the case, as one 

cannot accurately measure levels of pain between different people ‘doing time’. The goal of 

incapacitation—to prevent individuals from engaging in criminalized acts—is only partially 

accomplished. Although incapacitation does prevent those imprisoned from engaging in 

criminalized harms outside of prisons, carceral spaces are filled with (criminalizable) harms 

(Ben-Moshe, 2020; Johns, 2018). In addition, many studies show that we are unable to 

accurately predict recidivism rates, having a high percentage of false positives—meaning we 

assume recidivism will happen although it does not (Mathiesen, 2006). The implication being 

that those who would cause no further harm are being deprived of liberty and subjected to 

coercive control, nonetheless.   

The above ideologies obfuscate how imprisonment is informed by, and sustains, systems 

of oppression, such as capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy (Alexander 2020). Systems of 

oppression create space for groups of people to be discriminated against, labelled, and punished 

(Foucault, 1977). Thus, although abject failures in terms of their official objectives (Mathiesen, 

2006), as I explore further below, prisons are productive in achieving latent goals, such as 

(re)producing disadvantages for certain groups of people, ultimately upholding capitalist, 

neoliberal, colonial, white supremist societies (Story, 2019). Classism manifests in the prison 

system through disproportionally imprisoning those who are economically disadvantaged, such 

as people who are unhoused (Wacquant, 2009). Similarly, the disproportional number of Black 

and Indigenous people in cages is indicative of racism (Maynard, 2017), and white supremacy is 
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particularly visible in terms of the War on Drugs which targets BIPOC (Alexander, 2020). 

Although men are imprisoned at higher rates, women—particularly women of colour—face 

unique challenges such as the criminalization of survival techniques (e.g. sex work, defending 

against domestic violence) and are disproportionally impacted in terms of their caregiving roles 

(Richie, 2012). 2SLGBTQQIA+ people, and particularly those who are transgender, are policed 

at higher rates and face additional violence and discrimination within the heteronormative penal 

systems (Girardi, 2022). Although these systems of oppression are imbedded within penal 

systems, reform efforts consistently fall short in addressing them.  

2.2 Reform Efforts  

 Reforms have been a part of the prison regime since the inception of prisons (Foucault, 

1977). The prison emerged as a penal reform to corporal and capital punishment (Davis, 2003; 

Foucault, 1977). Before the proliferation of prisons, punishment was marked by corporal 

punishment (i.e. torture) and capital punishment (i.e. murder) often by vigilantes. To humanize 

this behaviour, prisons proliferated through the 18th century. Since then, prison has failed to meet 

its manifest objectives, as mentioned above (Mathiesen, 2006). Over time, reformers such as 

John Howard, Elizabeth Fry, and others have sought to progressively humanize punishment 

through tinkering with the carceral structure; however, this has arguably resulted in little to no 

meaningful change (Cohen, 1985; Ignatieff, 1978; Quinney, 2006).  

 In the early 1900’s, there was an abundance of reforms to the penal system, such as 

individualized treatment and psychiatric doctrines, that sought to humanize prisons (Cohen, 

1985). The notion that professionals could ‘fix’ or rehabilitate people prompted official reports 

that suggested the implementation of prison reforms and the expansion of community-based 
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‘alternatives to imprisonment’, such as treatment programs, psychiatric facilities, parole, 

probation, and halfway houses.  

Specifically, there were several different commissions that sought to make prisons better, 

such as The Archambault Report, The Fauteux Report, and The Ouimet Report (Government of 

Canada, 2018b). In 1938, The Archambault Report recommended that prisons focus on 

rehabilitating prisoners and parole should also be used for reformation rather than clemency. 

This resulted in an increased presence of staff—such as teachers and psychologists—within 

prisons following the Second World War. Although these new staff members provide support to 

some prisoners, they ultimately uphold the use of human caging and quell dissent, fortifying the 

prison. This report paved the foundation for the many reforms to come that sought to 

‘rehabilitate’ ‘criminals’ by reallocating resources to these institutions. Amidst the era of 

professionalism and rehabilitation, The Fauteux Report (1956), established by Gerald Fauteux, a 

Supreme Court of Canada judge, made recommendations similar to the Archambault Report, 

reinforcing prisons and parole as a rehabilitative tool. The Ouimet Report (1969) offered an even 

stronger critique of prisons, acknowledging that imprisonment often worsens individuals’ 

situations, ultimately leading to an expansion of the use of parole. These reports arose alongside 

welfare programs and the ideology of rehabilitation, proliferating until the late 1960‘s 

(McMahon, 1992). 

2.3 The Emergence, Possibilities, and Pitfalls of ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’ 

By the 1960s, prisons became increasingly seen as a failure in terms of their manifest 

objectives,23 with numerous ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ emerging under a rehabilitation 

 
23 Prisons were seen as a complete failure not only in terms of “administrative mistakes, lack of funds, prejudiced 

custodians, but rather a fundamental flaw in the vision itself” (Cohen, 1985, p. 32). This ‘prisons don’t work’ 
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ideology (Cohen, 1985; Garland, 2001). During this time, punishment was believed to be 

ineffective, and there was significant optimism toward rehabilitation and the reintegration of 

prisoners in community-based settings (Cohen, 1985; Garland, 2001). Governments in many 

western countries envisaged prisons as effective tools for punishment and retribution, but as 

ineffective at reducing ‘crime’ through rehabilitation or deterrence. Subsequently, governments 

shifted the responsibility of ‘crime’ control onto community agencies through funding 

community-based ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that proliferated in the 1960s (Garland, 2001). 

Several countries, including Canada, became focussed on decarceration as a way to move away 

from imprisonment, which was known to be ineffective at reducing criminalized activity, and 

could actually make people’s ‘criminal’ commitment stronger.24 Indeed, this time period was 

comprised of a decentralization of state control, meaning that there was a zealous push toward 

community alternatives that could just as effectively manage so-called deviants (Cohen, 1985). 

In a younger abolitionist view, perhaps this was called prison abolition (Piché & Larsen, 2010). 

However, advocating for community alternatives cannot be considered carceral abolition as it 

does not address systems of oppression and societal structures that benefit socially and 

economically from criminalized people and criminalization. In any case, there was an influx of 

‘professionals’ such as social workers, who were said to be better able to assist ‘deviants’ than 

prison (Cohen, 1985).  

The first Community-based Residential Facility (CRF), more aptly known as a halfway 

house, was founded in Canada in 1947 (Correctional Service Canada, 2015). Since, there have 

been a growing number of halfway houses, providing accommodation, food, and services to 

 
rhetoric was dominant throughout the political spectrum, populist opinion, and academia (Cohen, 1985; Garland, 

2001).  

24 Cohen (1985, p. 33) suggests that these were common sense notions in the 1960’s. 
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those released from prison, and others, mainly run by non-profit organizations like local affiliates 

of the Salvation Army, St. Leonard’s Society, Anglican Houses, the John Howard Society, and 

the Elizabeth Fry Society (Correctional Service Canada, 2015). Under the ‘alternative to 

imprisonment’ umbrella, the halfway house is an example of a community sanction which is a 

non-custodial punishment imposed by a court (Zubrycki, 2003). Halfway houses were 

implemented to allow a slow, yet supported, transition from prison back to community. There are 

17 Community Correctional Centres (CCC’s) in Canada, which are government-run, and 

approximately 151 non-governmental CRFs across Canada. After reviewing several reports on 

halfway houses between 1960 and 1980 (i.e. Beha, 1975; Latessa & Allen, 1982; Sullivan et al., 

1974), CSC concluded that halfway houses were, at best, neutral in terms of effectiveness 

(Correctional Service Canada, 2015).  

Drawing from 27 interviews with those subjected to Canadian halfway houses, Maier 

(2018, 2020b) has conceptualized halfway houses as ‘open prisons’. This term, according to 

Maier (2018, 2020b), more accurately captures how these institutions operate, unlike labels such 

as re-entry or rehabilitation centres, which imply a misleading departure from the punitive 

nature of prisons. Indeed, halfway houses may be seen as similar to Nordic open prisons which 

are characterised as lower security institutions, with better prisoner-staff relationships, which 

allow for more autonomy and freedom to leave the perimeter (Maier, 2020a). Drawing upon 

ethnographic research within a halfway house, Martin (2021) concludes that the use of halfway 

houses is a shift in social control style commensurate to carceral care, providing some levels of 

care within a structure of control. However, throughout his book he follows one participant, Joe 

Badillo, who experiences the halfway house as meaningfully different from a prison—describing 

it as a safe spot that offered him the chance to foster personal growth. Martin (2021) suggests 
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that although halfway houses are a carceral site, their positive aspects create an opportunity to 

think about how they could exist beyond the carceral structure. All this is to say that despite the 

nuances and tensions around halfway houses, they are still being funded by governments as 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’.   

The goals of conditional release include fiscal savings, public safety, risk aversion, and 

rehabilitation. Instead of imprisoning someone in federal custody for $121,352 per year, they can 

be supervised in the community for $34,214 a year (Public Safety Canada, 2021). The penal 

system must use the “least restrictive” conditions,25 and research has demonstrated that gradual 

supervised release is better for public safety (Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Motiuk et al., 2005). The 

promise of fiscal savings is coupled with the rhetoric that probation and parole are a response to 

overly harsh and unfair prison sentences for somewhat minor ‘crimes’. Probation was a major 

reform to the penal system, avoiding imprisonment for people dependent on substances with first 

time offences (Oliver & Whittingham, 1987). This is problematic in that distinguishing between 

those who deserve imprisonment and those who do not perpetuates the belief that imprisonment 

is essential for certain individuals (Gilmore, 2022). 

Despite the optimism of conditional release, opponents argue that release before a 

sentence is finished undermines the original sentence and thus is not consistent with justice. 

Indeed, those espousing ‘tough on crime’ rhetoric have sought conditional release to be used 

less, which during the Harper-era resulted in the elimination of accelerated parole review, which 

allowed some first-time ‘offenders’ who were thought to be ‘low risk’ to receive parole after 

serving 1/6 of their sentence behind bars (Zinger, 2012). In the context of proponents arguing for 

fiscal savings and public safety and opponents arguing that criminalized people deserve more 

 
25 It is important to note that this does not always happen.  
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punishment in cages, there are still a large amount of criminalized people on conditional release. 

In 2022/2023, total community supervision counts in the provincial-territorial and federal 

systems totaled 79,990.8 (Statistics Canada, 2023b). This number encompasses those on parole, 

probation, and bail.   

This promise of rehabilitative benefits coupled with the perception of increased police-

reported ‘crime’ rates and the promise of fiscal savings, contributed to the expanded use of adult 

probation in Canada starting in the 1950s. Ontario hired probation officers with social work 

backgrounds, insisted on fair pay, and maintained reasonable caseloads. This is significant when 

contrasting to their emergence in the United States where probation officers were overworked 

and underpaid (Oliver & Whittingham, 1987). According to the Uniform Law Conference of 

Canada (2013, p. 7), probation is important in crafting a fit sentence: “The emphasis on reducing 

incarceration, restorative justice, and community-based sentencing alternatives increases the 

importance and utility of this sentencing option”. Thus, probation is underpinned by 

rehabilitation and restraint of punishment. Phelps (2017) illustrates how in the United States 

probation has not been an alternative to using imprisonment but has led to net-widening—an 

increase in the number of those under state control—as it is often mandated for individuals who 

would otherwise be subjected to fines and/or other non-supervisory punishments, as evidenced in 

mass probation not being correlated with a reduction of imprisonment. In Canada in 2021/2022, 

54,493 people were on probation (Statistics Canada, 2023a). Despite this significant number, 

probation continues to be under-researched, theorized, and explored—particularly from the 

perspective of those subjected to it.  

The precursor to parole—The Conditional Liberation of Convicts – the Ticket of Leave 

Act—began in 1890 in Canada, then with the 1950s came a surge in public confidence in experts 
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and the rehabilitation ideology (Zinger, 2012). Prisoners had to serve two-thirds of a sentence 

before having the possibility of parole—a rule which remains today. They started releasing 

people labelled as ‘habitual criminals’ and ‘sexual psychopaths’, demonstrating that the most 

stigmatized people could be ‘rehabilitated’ and successfully released into the community. During 

this time, prison wardens largely determined who was released on parole, leading to abuse in 

discretion (Zinger, 2012).  

The Parole Act of 1959 came into place in response to the Fauteux Report, which 

recommended and precipitated the implementation of a centralized and quasi-judicial Parole 

Board of Canada, which emerged as an independent administrative tribunal not accountable to 

any department or minister. Members of the parole board were required to have professional 

experience in “law, psychology, social work or applied criminology” (Government of Canada, 

2018a). Enshrined within the Parole Act was the principle of rehabilitation.  

The Parole Act was repealed in 1992 and replaced by the Corrections and Conditional 

Release Act. Since 1992, parole’s underpinnings have shifted from rehabilitation to risk; thus, the 

primary principle considered in terms of parole release is level of risk.26 Although actuarial risk 

assessment tools are used for parole release, there is less knowledge specifically regarding 

criminalized women (Hannah-Moffat & Yule, 2011). For criminalized non-Indigenous men, 

level of risk is the primary consideration when determining parole eligibility in Canada and 

abroad (Arnot, 2007; Shute, 2007). Factors that influence the eligibility of criminalized men for 

parole include criminal history, serious histories of mental health problems, institutional 

 
26 According to Beck (1992) risk “may be defined as a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities 

induced and introduced by modernization itself” (p. 21). Beck (1992) also suggests that risk cannot be accurately 

predicted and thus it is futile to try. However, that does not stop policing (Ericson & Haggerty, 1997; Haynes & 

Giblin, 2014), parole (Hannah-Moffat et al., 2009), social work (Morgan, 2007), and other state entities from using 

risk as a guiding principle.  
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misconduct, age, remorse, victim type, security classification, the recommendation from a 

warden or senior officer, and risk assessment scores. The Parole Board of Canada (2020) claims 

that conditional release makes individuals “more likely to become productive law-abiding 

citizens when they have been returned to the community through conditional release (parole) 

than when they stayed in prison until the end of their sentence”. However, there is much research 

to suggest parole sets people up to fail and return to custody. 

Being ‘set up to fail’ is evident in the fact that parole suspensions are usually a result of 

non-compliance rather than new offending (Stewart et al., 2019). For example, in 2007-2008 and 

2011-2012, 46.3% of parolees were returned to federal penitentiaries, with only 12.6% being due 

to a new ‘criminal’ offence (Stewart et al., 2019). In fact, many condition orders are generic and 

often are not related to the initial offence. For example, many women have the condition to not 

associate with any ‘known criminals’, which often means not speaking with anyone with a 

criminal record, which may include their friends and/or relatives. This condition can translate 

into complications with social support, housing, and employment. In addition, a common parole 

condition is to refrain from all illegal substances, even when drug use had no relation to the 

initial offence. This seems especially punitive considering substance use can be a way of coping 

with the pains of release (Ricciardelli & McKendy, 2020). Thus, it seems like punitive and 

restrictive conditions set people up to fail and return to custody. Additionally, as I show next, the 

inconsistent use of risk-assessment tools sets women up to fail unless they accept the narrative 

that they must fix themselves to be ‘rehabilitated’.  

Despite the use of risk-assessment tools for non-Indigenous men, Hannah-Moffat and 

Yule (2011) conclude that parole decisions for women in Canada were based on the degree to 

which the criminalized woman has taken responsibility for their index offence and their risk of 
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offending in the future. These subjective measures were most valued from a clinical perspective 

where the women had engaged in programming while in custody. This is consistent with 

dynamic evaluations of risk based on the clinical assessment of professionals. Hannah-Moffat 

(2001) examines how parole is a penal technique of risk governance, with the specific conditions 

being individualized to lead to the self-governance of the woman. Thus, parole for women is 

both functional as it assists in the (re)integration of women back into society, seeing them as 

needing support to fix themselves and make more prosocial decisions, but also is a tool of 

coercion. Women are seen in terms of their level of risk or if they are ‘at risk’. It is important to 

note that these risk assessments are from ‘professionals’, while the voices of the women are 

ignored (Hannah-Moffat, 2001). One’s lawbreaking is ultimately seen as a product of her 

personal failings rather than the social conditions in which she lives. Women must understand 

their pathology that makes them susceptible to ‘crime’ and they must learn ‘prosocial’ skills, 

which are attributed to femininity (Hannah-Moffat & Yule, 2011; Kilty & Dej, 2018; McKim, 

2017; Nelund, 2021).   

Taken together, parole and probation are understudied and yet continue to be dominant 

approaches to punitive ‘justice’. They are underpinned by an uneasy relationship between risk 

and rehabilitation. Risk is premised on the idea that we can, and should, predict and control 

future behaviour while rehabilitation assumes that people are ‘sick’ and can be ‘fixed’ with some 

‘treatment’. These two ideologies work together to both responsibilize the individual to ‘get 

better’ while being controlled and coerced. Roberts (2004) claims that community corrections 

(i.e. parole and probation), if done ‘correctly’, can both punish and help criminalized people 

change their lives. It is almost déjà vu, in that prisons are still overcrowded and not working; 

they are still breeding physical, mental, and sexual abuse and struggles. So, again, punitive 
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structures (e.g. CSC and The Parole Board of Canada), in rhetoric, claim to harness the 

flexibility of non-profits and combine the punishment and rehabilitative ideologies to justify 

using the penal voluntary sector.  

In addition to the increase in halfway houses, parole, and probation, there have been a 

variety of other institutions that emerged during the 1960s under the rehabilitation umbrella. 

Although addictive substances have been available throughout human history, the notion of 

‘rehabilitation’ has not. Aristotle characterized ‘addiction’ as “incontinence” of the will 

(Franzwa, 1998), framing it as a personal failing and thus was punishable through violence. In 

the Ottoman empire, for example, smoking was punishable by beheading in the 1600s (Franzwa, 

1998). Since then, substance abuse has continued to be understood as an individual fault, with 

imprisonment serving as the primary response under Canada’s stringent criminal drug laws from 

the 1920s to the 1950s (Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.). In the 1970s, along with 

deinstitutionalization came the emergence of community supports for those with mental health 

and substance abuse issues. More recently, while individuals dependent on a substance continue 

to be blamed, a medical rhetoric has emerged, reframing substance abuse issues as a health 

problem with rehabilitation positioned as the primary solution. Since the late 1980s, so-called 

drug rehabilitation centres have been emerging in Canada with support from the Canadian 

government (Addiction Center, 2023) in the context of capitalism, medical rhetoric, the 

popularization of abstinence, and personal responsibility. Although substance dependence is said 

to be a medical problem, the response still tends to focus on changing the individual rather than 

addressing the context that led to their substance use (McKim, 2017; Nelund, 2021). The 

treatment usually includes abstinence—rather than harm reduction—with most drug dependency 

facilities running as a business, valuing profit over human life.   
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Although the above discussed programs may have been backed by good intentions, they 

were not implemented as envisioned, and the results were not as intended. Rehabilitative 

programs ended up extending the reach and intensity of the carceral rather than mitigating it 

(Cohen, 1985). This led to the 1970’s mentality that ‘nothing works’ (Cohen, 1985). By the 

1980s, ‘tough of crime’ rhetoric was on the rise alongside penal austerity measures, such as 

increases in mandatory minimum sentences and shifting prison priorities to containment and 

classification over ‘rehabilitation’ (Cohen, 1985). This trajectory continues today, with carceral 

control and punishment being delegated to the non-profit industrial complex.27 This move has 

been strategic as it reduces costs for prison authorities like CSC who claim to leverage the 

relationships that community groups have with marginalized populations. This rhetoric both 

unloads the responsibility of the state to care for its vulnerable population, while saving money 

and claiming to do what is in everyone’s best interest (which is not necessarily the case). 

However, perhaps what is happening within non-profits is not as benevolent as the rhetoric 

would have us believe as their structure and funding mechanisms undermine original grassroots 

goals (INCITE!, 2017). 

Although probation and parole have existed for decades, they continue to exist largely 

uncontested and assumed to be benevolent or, at least, ‘better than prison’. Recently, in response 

to the CCRA Section 81 and the mass incarceration of Indigenous people, Indigenous healing 

lodges have emerged with the goal of reintegrating low and medium-risk Indigenous people who 

have been criminalized (Correctional Service Canada, 2021). Without questioning the benefits of 

 
27 The non-profit industrial complex refers to the set of relationships and interests within the third sector, which 

indicate that something is amiss (INCITE!, 2017). Specifically, due to the state economically abandoning some 

people, the third sector steps in to relieve these hardships, unintentionally justifying the abandonment, in 

combination with the non-profit’s fiduciary duty to the public money prioritized over providing care, thus making 

this sector unable to advocate for structural change (INCITE!, 2017).   
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healing lodges, they have become gate kept by the penal system, with only some Indigenous 

people able to attend them and only after being involved with the penal system (Carrier, 2023). 

Although ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are often assumed to be benevolent, research 

shows nuanced results (Bright & Martire, 2013; Fischer et al., 2002). For instance, parole, 

probation, halfway houses, and other community-based responses to criminalized acts continue 

to be used often without examining how they are experienced by those subjected to them. This 

dissertation seeks to fill this gap by gathering data from those subjected to these alternatives. 

With non-profits being harnessed to implement programs contracted by CSC and other 

government structures, they must be further examined.  

2.4 The Third Sector  

Broadly, the ‘third sector’ refers to the group of organizations that operate without profit, 

relying primarily on donations, grants, and voluntary contributions for funding. However, some 

may also receive government support, such as halfway houses contracted by government 

departments like CSC. These agencies are committed to addressing social issues, often by 

providing services to people pushed to the margins (Kallman et al., 2016), including those 

working within the penal sector (Tomczak & Bennett, 2020). A range of terms have emerged to 

describe non-profit organizations that deliver community-based programs for individuals who, 

proponents argue, would otherwise be imprisoned. These include ‘alternatives to incarceration’, 

the penal voluntary sector, and the shadow state—each of which will be further explored and 

defined in this section. In this section, I outline the various literature on the penal voluntary 

sector, ultimately arguing that my research project is needed to explore how the initiatives 

offered by the agencies are experienced by those subjected to them and working within them. I 

begin by exploring ‘alternatives to incarceration’, then the non-profit and the penal voluntary 
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sector, and finally the non-profit industrial complex and the shadow state. Like INCITE! (2017), 

I use the term ‘the third sector’ as an apolitical term that describes agencies outside of the 

government and corporate realms. 

2.4.1 ‘Alternatives to incarceration’  

As previously mentioned, ‘alternatives to incarceration’ is a broad term used to describe 

responses to criminalized acts without the use of imprisonment. Outsourcing these punitive 

services is considered cost-effective for the state; instead of paying larger government incomes 

and benefits to employees, non-profits compete for these contracts. Far from being adequately 

compensated, most workers in this field earn barely above minimum wage, at around a national 

average of $21/hour (Indeed, 2023). Along with fiscal savings, the state benefits ideologically as 

it implements seemingly beneficial ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that are used to improve state 

responses to ‘crime’. The common-sense definition is that an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ is any 

response to ‘crime’ that does not include imprisonment. This hegemonic discourse assumes an 

ontological reality of ‘crime’28 (Hulsman, 1986) and the assumption seems to be (although it is 

not explicitly stated) that if something does not have bars, it is not prison nor is it carceral. 

However, the carceral operates across many aspects of life (Story, 2019), making it difficult to 

measure whether something is an alternative to or an extension of the carceral. Therefore, in 

addition to more common terms, I deploy more critical concepts, such as the ‘non-profit 

industrial complex’, to explore whether these agencies are alternatives to the carceral. 

 The final benefit of using the third sector to work with ‘criminals’ is the rhetoric that 

community agencies have better relationships with people in the community and are providing 

 
28 ‘Crime’ not having an ontological reality means that what the penal system defines as ‘crime’ is shaped by social 

reality, norms, laws, and power dynamics, rather than being objective or a universal truth (Hulsman, 1986).  
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more flexible services seemingly removed from the criminal (in)justice system (Hucklesby & 

Corcoran, 2016). Literature that advocates for ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ acknowledges that 

prisons are overcrowded and people can be released or redirected to a community institution 

without much risk to public safety (Katz & Bonham, 2009). However, this hegemonic discourse 

assumes that these community-based institutions are indeed better than imprisonment. Thus, the 

term ‘alternative to incarceration’ and associated literature is often not critical of these seemingly 

benevolent agencies. Essentially, this literature (re)produces the ontological reality of ‘crime’ 

and the need for prisons and other carceral spaces that are seemingly less harmful than cages. 

Therefore, there is a need to explore other literature which is more critical of ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’.  

2.4.2 The (penal) voluntary sector  

The voluntary sector is often assumed to be benevolent rather than punitive for 

marginalized populations (INCITE!, 2017). Although these non-profit agencies claim to lessen 

carceral control, providing services to their wards, some scholars and advocates suggest they 

may be extensions of the carceral state (e.g. Cohen, 1985; INCITE!, 2017; Tomczak & Bennett, 

2020). The voluntary sector is comprised of a variety of organizations, both private and public, 

that exist supposedly outside of the government, although they accept government funding 

(Goldenberg, 2004). Their proceeds are supposed to be funneled back into the missions of their 

organizations, existing for the public benefit. Since the 1970s, Europe (Salamon, 2015), 

Australia (Considine, 2003), the United States (INCITE!, 2017; Salamon & Anheier, 1996), the 

United Kingdom (INCITE!, 2017), and Canada (Sokolov, 2014) have seen an increase and 

change in the structure and goals of the voluntary sector. For example, in Canada non-

government organizations (NGOs) originated to promote more humane treatment of prisoners 
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(John Howard Society of Canada, 2021). The John Howard Society of Canada (2021) originally 

provided spiritual support for prisoners, and The Salvation Army (n.d.-b) provided basic 

necessities to people who are unhoused. With the rise of neoliberalism, and the resulting 

marketisation of welfare and ‘justice’ programs, the voluntary sector now competes for contracts. 

This has resulted in many non-profits operating much like businesses, adopting similar logics 

and practices such as having independent governance structures and a board of directors (Baines 

& Cunningham, 2020), while not accumulating a profit (Davies, 2008). 

The penal voluntary sector consists of voluntary organizations that work with prisoners 

and ex-prisoners in carceral spaces and the community, supplementing the criminal (in)justice 

system (Corcoran, 2011; Tomczak, 2017). Although these organizations originally provided ad 

hoc services and sought to provide relief to those subject to carceral spaces, they now compete 

for government funding to provide these services (Hucklesby & Corcoran, 2016). For example, 

there are a variety of different charities that serve penal functions, such as the provision of bail 

and parole beds, court support, and other services (see Elizabeth Fry Society of Ottawa, 2018; 

House of Hope, n.d.; John Howard Society of Ottawa, 2016; Map Reintegration, 2019; The 

Salvation Army, n.d.-a).  

Within the American context, Tomczak (2017) suggests that charities continue to operate 

in fairly unregulated manners outside of charitable taxation rules and receive little external 

scrutiny because it is often assumed that they only produce positive outcomes. However, 

Sokolov (2014) found that within the Canadian context, non-profits’ advocacy efforts were 

constrained by their relationship with the Canadian government, concluding that the majority of 

non-profits whose staff he interviewed were coopted by the state due to fear of losing contracts 

and were thereby ultimately supporting the punishment system. These seemingly contradictory 
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experiences could suggest that when the advocacy and service efforts of non-profits undermine 

the carceral structure, they are less likely to be funded by government bodies. This is supported 

by the fact that the good intentions of agencies often shift to align with the government, 

reproducing the status quo, once a grassroots agency accepts government funding.  

This is not to say that non-profits do not provide services that result in positive outcomes for 

those they ‘serve’. Indeed, Tomczak and Thompson (2019) found that penal voluntary sector 

agencies exert both inclusionary and exclusionary control. Inclusionary control refers to how, 

within the carceral net, PVS agencies offer benefits that can improve the life trajectories of 

clients. Alternatively, exclusionary control captures the ways in which the circumstances of 

clients deteriorate due to being subjected to PVS agencies (Tomczak & Thompson, 2019). This 

conceptualization demonstrates how supports aimed at promoting ‘better’ choices can have 

mixed effects on people’s lives yet remain fundamentally constrained by their link to the carceral 

system. 

Non-profits are staffed by workers who may adhere to an ethic of care when assisting 

marginalized and disadvantaged populations (Nelund, 2021). An ethic of care is both a moral 

framework and a political idea that prioritizes care and relationships and necessarily includes 

both an attribute (i.e. a ‘caring’ attitude) and action that leads to tangible results (Tronto, 1993). 

This care work is reflected in study participant quotes presented in chapter five. It is important to 

note that caring about core members without the provision of basic necessities is not useful.29 

 
29 Nelund (2021) draws from Welsh (2019) to suggest that although parole officers are often caring, they do not 

assist women in finding housing, or other necessities. Conversely, Nelund (2021) found that the workers she 

interviewed from non-profits went out of their way (and job description) to ensure women’s needs were met as 

much as possible.  
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This is to say that the intention to care for others must be accompanied by tangible aid for those 

cared for to be beneficial.  

Another benefit of non-profits lies in the perception that charitable staff maintain some 

separation from the formal punishment system, which can enable them to build positive and 

trusting relationships with people in conflict with the law (Tomczak, 2017). These good 

intentions and positive relationships often translate into the following benefits: (1) immediate 

reduction of harms; (2) increasing social capital (i.e. social connections that provide emotional 

support and may foster other opportunities) and desistance (i.e. ceasing to engage in criminalized 

acts) and decreasing recriminalization (i.e. ceasing to be criminalized); and (3) gaining other 

skills, such as reading and writing while volunteering as a peer mentor (Tomczak, 2017). 

Additionally, non-profits can mitigate the harmful individual impacts of capitalism by providing 

skills and employment experience to people pushed to the margins (INCITE!, 2017). These 

outcomes are valuable and may be appreciated by the wards of these agencies. Despite these 

benefits, there are important negative consequences that must be explored. 

The literature on the penal voluntary sector is greatly dominated by the research of 

Tomczak, and Hucklesby and Corcoran. Although there is a notable lack of agreement about the 

nature of the penal voluntary sector between Tomczak (2017) and Hucklesby and Corcoran 

(2016), overall, much of this literature is critical of this sector.  This research documents how, 

initially, the agencies generally have good intentions, but when they accept government funding, 

many aspects of their work are shifted, such as goals which then align with the government—

reproducing the penal status quo. Specifically, once an agency has become a non-profit, they 

must adjust their goals and are less flexible.30 However, the goal of this literature appears to be to 

 
30 A non-profit may become less flexible in that they must first and foremost follow rules set out by the funder, 

making workers unable to best meet the needs of core members without breaking rules (INCITE!, 2017). Decreasing 
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make non-profits better, with Hucklesby and Corcoran (2016, p. 8) noting: “greater knowledge 

about the value and contribution of VSOs [voluntary sector organization] to criminal justice 

alongside an awareness of what works and what does not will strengthen and not diminish the 

voluntary sector.”  

The assumption within this literature is that the penal voluntary sector is benevolent and 

necessary but should actively resist closer ties to the state. Notably, there is a lack of critique as 

to the carceral structure itself. This is to say that instead of advocating for an end (or decrease) of 

the use of prisons and other carceral spaces, this literature advocates for ‘better’ non-profits that 

work autonomously. Although this seems like a small distinction, the ramifications are 

significant. If we are not to resist the carceral, and instead expand the use of non-profits, systems 

of oppression will remain, with marginalization and oppression continuing. This would maintain 

a strong carceral structure and a strong ‘welfare’ system that would constantly be in tension. 

Tomczak (2017) is unsure as to the ‘net-widening’ aspect of the sector and she concludes with 

the optimistic belief that the non-profit sector can resist further marketization that has dominated 

this sphere since the emergence of neoliberalism beginning in the 1970s. 

Many argue that non-profits may extend carceral punishment due to bureaucratic 

reorganization (see for example, Albertson et al., 2020; INCITE!, 2017; Sokolov, 2014). 

Following its registration as a charity, the workplace necessarily becomes a vertical hierarchy31 

with each hierarchical level having different priorities. For example, Quinn and Tomczak (2021) 

found that managers mostly focus on funding and organizational structure, while front-line 

 
flexibility after accepting a government contract is ironic as the flexibility of non-profits is part of the rhetoric used 

to justify this outsourcing.  
31 A vertical hierarchy “comprises a tall authority structure with multiple re-porting levels and a decision-making 

apparatus that concentrates authority near the top.” (Ostroff, 1999).  
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workers are willing to break rules to flexibly serve wards. This bureaucratic structure required to 

obtain and maintain charitable status creates a vertical power structure in which managers at the 

top of the hierarchy focus on funding, ultimately influencing the workers at the bottom. 

Accepting charitable status requires agencies to take on additional duties not directly related to 

their humanitarian goals—such as preparing reports for funding applications, data collection and 

analysis, and job postings, reducing capacity for their original goals to be met (INCITE!, 2017). 

These shifts from focusing on radical goals to a focus on obtaining funding results in hiring staff 

who are less invested in the original radical goals and more focused on operational tasks such as 

report writing and fundraising. “Over time, funding trends actually come to influence our work, 

priorities, and direction as we struggle to remain competitive and funded in the movement 

market” (INCITE!, 2017, p. 93). After accepting the non-profit status, grassroots movements 

sometimes end up competing for public funding with other grassroots movements or other penal 

structures (INCITE!, 2017). The need to compete for contracts arguably dilutes their goals 

through needing to maintain state goals and funding.  

Although some believe that there is an intentional relationship between the non-profit 

industrial complex and the state that silences the radical resistance to white supremacy 

(INCITE!, 2017, pp. 34-35), others demonstrate how activists, managers, and front-line workers 

all work together to provide different types of support, suggesting that all different types of 

change-seekers can contribute to substantial change (Quinn & Tomczak, 2021). The INCITE! 

(2017) authors do not suggest we should necessarily stop using non-profits but envision them 

being used differently. For example, in INCITE! (2017), Eric Tang (p. 222) and Paula X. Rojas 

(p. 207) illustrate how NGOs can be used as tools for social movements, like in Mexico where 

NGOs answer to social movements, supporting their causes. This is juxtaposed with the United 
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States (and Canada) where social movements often struggle to survive unless they accept public 

funding, such as from foundations or NGOs (INCITE!, 2017, p. 207). Ultimately, there would 

need to be a restructuring in which NGOs would be accountable to movements and the people 

they aim to serve, rather than the state as is the case for many organizations in the US and 

Canada (INCITE!, 2017).  

In summary, literature on the penal voluntary sector is often critical of the relationships 

between non-profits and penal systems, advocating for separation; however, they generally 

suggest that non-profits should continue and can be improved either within the context of the 

nonprofit industrial complex (e.g. Tomczak), or outside of it (e.g. INCITE!, 2017). This literature 

raises the question as to how care and/or control is experienced by those subjected to non-profits. 

In other words, in light of the agencies receiving government funding, I explore how much the 

agencies maintain advocacy versus punitive goals. In addition, how do staff respond to the rules 

of the agency? For example, do they enforce all rules, or do they break some rules to best meet 

the needs of the people they seek to serve? These questions are explored in this study. The third 

sector has largely remained under researched as it is assumed to provide benefits to those it seeks 

to serve:  

… critical commentary on the voluntary sector has been muted not only by a lack 

of empirical research but also by a general agreement that the voluntary sector is 

something which should be valued and that its values are necessarily positive 

(Hucklesby & Corcoran, 2016, p. 8). 

Thus, this dissertation examines non-profits from a micro perspective, gathering data from those 

who experience the coercion, care, and/or other phenomena from agencies involved in delivering 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’.  
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2.4.3 Nonprofit industrial-complex and the shadow state  

Finally, the ‘nonprofit industrial complex’(NPIC) is deployed as a concept to reflect how, 

much like the prison industrial complex and the military industrial complex, organizations are a 

source of ideological and material power (Gilmore, 2022). The nonprofit industrial complex is 

comprised of all the workers of these agencies, companies who make a profit off them, along 

with researchers and others whose existence is at least somewhat dependent on their survival 

(Gilmore, 2022). Gilmore (2022) and Davis (2005, 2016) use the NPIC concept, while Wolch 

(1990) uses the term shadow state. Although they use different words, they all suggest that 

radical non-profit goals that originally resist aspects of capitalism risk being silenced as they 

accept government funding, resulting in the non-profit agency becoming a para-state apparatus 

that supports social reproduction processes that align with state interests. Thus, these agencies 

become an intricate part of the capitalistic economy, with material and ideological benefits for 

those in power. This section encapsulates critical criminological thought, seeking to open new 

spaces of possibility outside the current carceral or ‘cold city’ (Woolford & Hogeveen, 2014). 

The cold city is characterized by individuals feeling less responsible for the concrete care of 

those in urban spaces within a neoliberal context.  

In INCITE! (2017), Rodriquez draws a connection between the racial capitalist state and 

white civility exemplified in the non-profit sector. He understands the relationship between the 

racial capitalist state and the white-valued nonprofits as intentional; they work together to 

maintain the white supremist status quo. However, this ideology suggests that non-profits are 

benevolent and provide for those otherwise abandoned by the state. The perceived benevolence 

of the non-profit sector solidifies a socially acceptable standard of change, effectively making 

radical movements fall outside of acceptable methods of change-making.  
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The shadow state, going hand-in-hand with the nonprofit industrial complex, and coined 

by Jennifer Wolch (1990), is used to denote how the state has abandoned marginalized groups. 

Under anti-state state actors32, the welfare net was retracted; however, there is still a moral 

responsibility to offer some support to the ‘deserving poor’. Although the non-profit sector 

appears to have minimum state intervention, Wolch (1990) argues that the state has power over 

this sector, which must fight for contracts, meaning if they step out of line, their government 

funding is ended. Instead of pursuing revolutionary goals of liberation, non-profits often must 

tend to those who have been abandoned in this capitalist society (Wolch, 1990). The voluntary 

sector accepts contracts from the government for social reproductive services, such as education 

and childcare, allowing the state to offload these responsibilities while ensuring these social 

reproductive capacities continue to support the capitalistic system. Additionally, non-profits 

often must use the same controlling and punitive measures to responsibilize and change those 

who have been stigmatized and disenfranchised. Spending tax dollars on caging people has 

become so normalized and naturalized that most citizens do not consider a world without it. 

Thus, instead of being used for meaningful change, Wolch (1990), and others, suggest that the 

penal voluntary sector has become part of the status quo, being harnessed for economic, political, 

and material gain by the powerful.  

Therefore, abolitionists, and other scholars, often adopt the term ‘nonprofit industrial 

complex’ to highlight the power imbalance that is reproduced within non-profits. Despite the 

 
32 Anti-state state actors are individuals or parties who gain power by denouncing state power. Although they 

position themselves as against governmental authority, once voted in they use power to advance their agendas, often 

expanding state power (Gilmore, 2022). This is to say that rhetoric of ‘freedom’ and diminishing government 

control can be harnessed to expand police violence, surveillance, and other repressive government apparatuses. 
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often-well-intentioned staff (Martin, 2021; McAleese, 2022), this literature suggests that the third 

sector is an ideological tool of the state that has many detrimental qualities. This literature also 

expresses frustrations with current structural limitations and imagines liberatory possibilities 

outside of current structural boundaries (Woolford & Hogeveen, 2014) and draws attention to 

power dynamics that may exist within non-profits. Thus, in my study I pay attention to any 

mention of power imbalances, capitalism, and/or the goal of the agency being anything other 

than to assist criminalized people.  

2.5 Harms of ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’:  

Coercion, Net-widening, Transcarceration, and Individualizing Social Problems  

 

The above section discussed varying structures in which ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

reside. This section explores the pitfalls of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, indicating why they 

may not be alternatives to the carceral. I will explore the following four main discussions 

concerning pitfalls within the diversion literature: (1) coercion; (2) net-widening; (3) 

transcarceration; and (4) individualizing social problems.  

2.5.1 Coercion 

After being labelled as ‘mentally ill’ or ‘criminal’, individuals can be more easily 

subjected to institutional facilities (Foucault, 1977). If those being criminalized do not ‘take 

responsibility’ for their actions (regardless of guilt and/or social context), they can be subjected 

to further treatment and expected to take responsibility for their actions. In the context of 

criminalization, should individuals take responsibility for their alleged ‘criminal’ actions, they 

may have the opportunity to avoid imprisonment and instead be diverted to other institutions 

that, if rhetoric is believed, cause less harm and suffering. However, this is not necessarily the 

case. For instance, Baskin and Sommers (1990) found that a state-planned court-diversion 

mediation program felt coercive for the participants, whereas a community-based mediation 
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program felt voluntary. The emphasis on voluntariness in programming is often based on the 

belief that participants who are coerced into participating may not be “ready or willing to talk 

honestly or to think through alternative solutions” (Baskin & Sommers, 1990, p. 257). Thus, the 

results indicate that a program perceived as voluntary may have better results.  

 Another study concluded that coercion had no impact on the results33 of a program, 

meaning that even when people were coerced, the program was often viewed as successful for 

the participant (Day et al., 2004). The explanation was that if someone was coerced into a 

program, their attitude often shifted to being ready and willing to actively participate. Many 

studies do not mention coercion or they assume it is justifiable if the program is deemed effective 

(Bright & Martire, 2013). Day and colleagues (2004) suggest coercion is not inherently 

unethical, rather coerced rehabilitation programs are only unethical if coercion is exercised in an 

abusive way.34 They conclude that coercion is defensible for rehabilitation programs because the 

‘positive treatment outcomes’ (e.g. reduced abusive behaviour, drug abstinence, lowered 

recidivism, decreased victimization of others) outweigh the disadvantages (e.g. lack of control 

over one’s own life). People who are coerced into treatment programs often enter and remain in 

treatment which may heed positive treatment outcomes, as mentioned above. In the results 

section, although the voluntary nature of coercion did not emerge frequently, I instead suggest 

that if someone accepts the goals and methods of their agency, they are more likely to experience 

support and less likely to experience coercion (which is not surprising as they are not coerced if 

 
33 Results were based on quantitative approaches to data collection and analysis—which certainly do not tell the 

whole story—and were related to the program’s goals, such as reducing drug usage, recidivism, and improved 

mental health.  

34 They do not explain what it means for coercion to be exercised in an abusive way. This could mean exerting 

power over someone for their own benefit and/or pleasure, rather than the benefit of the marginalized person.  
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they subscribe to the initiative’s process and goals). I do not answer the question as to whether 

coercion is ethical or unethical, but rather I explore how it is experienced by participants.     

2.5.2 Net-widening 

Scholars began to critique ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ in the 1960s and 1970s, 

suggesting that they lead to net-widening—that is bringing more people under the control of the 

penal system, rather than diverting people away and reducing prison populations (Cohen, 1985; 

Lowman et al., 1987). Diversion programs often create bigger and stronger nets; meaning more 

people are subject to coercion at any given time, the overall intensity of interventions have 

increased, and new agencies end up supplementing, rather than replacing, state control 

mechanisms (Cohen, 1985, p. 44). Although Cohen (1985) points to the accidental nature of net-

widening, there is reason to believe it is done intentionally in the name of safety. For example, 

there is evidence that some drug court35 officials have encouraged police officers to increase 

arrests among those who use drugs. Susan Weinstein, the chief counsel for the National 

Association of Drug Court Professionals and the National Drug Court Institute, sees net-

widening as potentially a good thing: “So let’s assume that a cop makes five more arrests 

because he knows they can get into the drug court. That’s not such a bad thing. He’s helping his 

community by increasing public safety, and he’s helping those individuals and their families by 

cleaning them up” (Hutlock, 2003). Along these lines, Lilley and colleagues (2020) found that in 

the 1990s, as more drug courts appeared, the number of arrests for drug possession increased.   

However, McMahon (1992)36 viewed flaws in the methodology and general assumption 

that net-widening occurs. McMahon was critical of the assumption that ‘alternatives to 

 
35 Drug court programs are considered an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ (Department of Justice, 2023).  
36 It is important to note that this work is dated, meaning her critiques may not apply to more recent developments. 

However, her critiques are important as they suggest that ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ in the 1960s did decrease 

imprisonment rates in Ontario.  

https://journals-sagepub-com.proxy.bib.uottawa.ca/doi/full/10.1177/0887403419828045
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imprisonment’ have largely been a failure for the following two reasons. First, she questioned the 

methodology of researchers exploring net-widening (such as Chan & Ericson, 1981; Cohen, 

1985; Hylton, 1981). Specifically, these researchers tended to use federal numbers, ignoring 

provincial numbers which decreased as was the case in Ontario, sometimes used absolute 

numbers instead of per capita numbers that reflect a percentage of the growing population, and 

failed to see the positive results for those who were diverted from imprisonment (McMahon, 

1992). Additionally, McMahon (1992) suggested that diversion mechanisms necessarily increase 

the number of people subject to control mechanisms. For example, if someone were to avoid a 

one-month prison sentence, they may be on probation for one year. If we do not question the 

need for the less harmful consequence to be longer,37 net-widening will naturally occur as more 

people are subject to less harmful consequences over a longer period. To reinforce her claims, 

she pointed to the example of Ontario, Canada where prison rates decreased by 31 per cent in 

terms of prison admission from 1951 to 1984, and 20 percent in terms of total prisoner count, per 

100,000 (McMahon, 1992, pp. 95-96). Thus, prison growth is not unstoppable,38 and a decreased 

prison population through diversion can get us closer to the goal of carceral abolition.  

Using more recent research, ‘smart decarceration’ refers to decreasing the overall 

footprint of the prison system as imprisonment is described by its opponents as being 

fundamentally unjust and ineffective at securing ‘public safety’ (Abrams et al., 2020; Epperson 

et al., 2021). Additionally, smart decarceration aims to reduce racial disparity in the carceral 

system and focusses on increasing public health and safety, particularly for marginalized 

 
37 I have not located literature responding to McMahon’s (1992) assumption that a less coercive alternative must be 

longer. However, an abolitionist response may suggest that alternatives need not be longer.  
38 Evidence of prison reduction has also been found during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. Bill Blair, the 

Minister of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness, announced that hundreds of ‘low-risk’ prisoners were 

granted early release to reduce prison populations (Richardson, 2020). However, with organizing groups and prison 

activists calling for additional releases, pandemic decarceration efforts were not continued beyond the early waves 

of COVID-19.  
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populations. In this vein, more recent diversion and decarceral efforts aim to decrease the usage 

of the carceral system, rather than extend it. Although in my dissertation I do not address net-

widening quantitively because I do not examine the number of individuals in the carceral net, it 

is explored qualitatively, as participants discuss being brought into the carceral net who may not 

have otherwise and discuss being transferred between ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ rather than 

being released. In addition, net-widening is a logic that informs my stance as I explore to what 

degree these alternatives are experienced as extensions of the carceral. Whereas state actors (e.g. 

Susan Weinstein) may view the extension of the carceral as positive, I explore wards’ 

perspectives to determine if alternatives are experienced as carceral control, and if so, to what 

degree they offer benefits.  

2.5.3 Transcarceration 

Transinstitutionalisation and transcarceration refer to how people pushed to the margins 

are transferred between a variety of care-control institutions, such as prisons, mental health 

institutions and social welfare agencies, rather than being released back into community (Cohen, 

1985; Lowman et al., 1987). Although similar terms, transinstitutionalisation focusses on those 

with mental health issues while transcarceration focusses on those who have been criminalized. 

Therefore, I use the term transcarceration as this research is centered on the lives of those who 

have been criminalized. In both cases, the terms emphasize how marginalized people are 

transferred between different care-control agencies while some freedoms and rights are withheld.   

For example, halfway houses are often experienced as extensions of the criminal 

(in)justice system, regulating the mobility of former prisoners (Kilty & DeVellis, 2010; Maier, 

2020b). Individuals released from halfway houses may either be unhoused and/or dependent on 

coercive social services. Unhoused people—who already experience care-control agencies such 
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as shelters, outreach programs, and supportive housing—experience transcarceration through the 

criminalization of survival techniques such as begging (Blomley, 2007), sleeping in a park or on 

the street, or taking necessities without the exchange of money (Rankin, 2021; Wacquant, 2009), 

which can then lead to imprisonment. Similarly, these marginalized people may be stuck in 

social services that use coercion, furthering the carceral net (Kilty & DeVellis, 2010). The 

discussion of control into other institutions such as schools, hospitals, housing, and a variety of 

social welfare services means that this decentralized power retains an element of control and thus 

further oppresses marginalized populations, rather than existing as alternatives to the penal 

system which are more readily understood as punitive and coercive (Lowman et al., 1987).  

Shantz and colleagues (2009) suggest that transcarceration extends beyond how carceral 

control exists in community-based institutions, including the way CSC governs from a distance 

through the increased demands on women after having left prison, confounded by the decreased 

social services available. CSC’s mandate is to empower women to make “meaningful and 

responsible choices”, shifting the responsibility from the institutions to the women to self-govern 

(Shantz et al., 2009). Thus, we all have the capacity to become carriers of a self-regulating 

carceral ideology. Herein lies the debate as to whether diversion techniques of the kind explored 

in my study expand carceral control and reinforce the carceral structure, or if the consequent 

reduction of harms (and potential other benefits) are enough to justify maintaining these reforms. 

Chapter seven explores how research participants viewed their respective alternative as 

contributing to transcarceration.  

2.5.4 Individualizing social problems  

Criminalization individualizes social problems, blaming and punishing individuals for 

actions related to broader socio-economic structures. Similarly, several diversion programs, such 
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as programs for those with mental health and/or drug dependency issues, have been said to 

individualize socio-economic factors that impact mental health (McKim, 2017; Nelund, 2021). In 

other words, mental health and/or drug dependency issues are framed as individual problems 

instead of social problems exacerbated by inequalities. McKim (2017, p. 169) concludes that 

“addiction frameworks individualize social inequality, ultimately blaming women—especially 

those who are poor and BIPOC—for their own oppression”. Thus, McKim focusses on how 

structural, socio-economic issues (e.g. poverty, racism, sexism) are individualized, making wards 

responsible to change themselves rather than the oppressive structures that cause inequality.  

However, Nelund’s (2021) more nuanced results found that alternative justice workers 

employ both neoliberalism and the ethic of care mentalities. Like McKim (2017), Nelund (2021) 

sees neoliberalism as enforcing the rhetoric that individuals must change themselves, effectively 

ignoring the power relations that oppress them. Specifically, the neoliberal subject has made the 

decision to engage in a criminalized act (such as using illegal drugs) and is responsible to change 

herself through introspection. Introspection is being mindful of your previous actions and 

intentions with the goal of, under a neoliberal discourse, being a more productive member of 

society (such as through obtaining employment and housing).  

Simultaneously, the ethic of care rhetoric acts as a source of resistance through focusing 

on needs that are often led by the ward rather than worker or institution. Nelund (2021) goes on 

to suggest an ethic of care is neither inherently good nor bad. Specifically, the ethic of care 

rhetoric can reinforce neoliberal ideals if critical reflection enables someone to become a better 

(docile) member of society. Alternatively, this rhetoric can resist the neoliberal discourse if 

wards use critical reflection to “critically study the process of their own constitution” (Nelund, 

2021, p. 149). This empowers the ward to examine and resist the power structures that oppress 
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them. Thus, Nelund (2021) views both carceral39 and resistive discourses operating often 

simultaneously. In my results section, I explore how care and neoliberal discourses are 

experienced and articulated by both the wards and workers, shedding light on the harmful and 

beneficial aspects of the ‘helping’ nature of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that the Government 

of Canada aims to expand. This is not only relevant regarding current ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’, but it also sheds light on how social work programs and practices are perceived. 

2.6 Carceral and Abolitionist Care  

Outside of fiscal savings, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are intended to support 

rehabilitation and impose fewer harms on criminalized individuals compared to imprisonment 

(Roberts, 2004). Although CSC still has programs in prisons that claim to rehabilitate in terms of 

reducing recidivism (Correctional Service Canada, 2021), this goal has been extended to 

community agencies that are assumed to provide care and rehabilitation through access to 

community, programming, caring staff, and the like. As previously mentioned, even parole and 

probation were initially implemented under the rehabilitation rhetoric. While this rhetoric also 

exists in conditional sentences, it has been shifted to include risk and public safety.40 Meanwhile, 

the rehabilitative goal has shifted to the penal voluntary sector (Public Safety Canada, 2022). 

Social support agencies are assumed to deliver care and support to those who are otherwise 

abandoned by the capitalistic society (Gilmore, 2007, 2022). This section explores the nuances 

and assumptions of care and rehabilitation. The concept of ‘care’ has long been explored yet is 

 
39 Although Nelund (2021) and McKim (2017) refer to this discourse as neoliberalism, I refer to it as part of the 

carceral because it restricts movement, individualizes power relations, and maintains oppressive hierarchical 

structure.  
40 Public safety is commonly mentioned on government websites concerning ‘crime’ and punishment. Although we 

do want public safety, government perception of public safety equates to punishment and coercive rehabilitation to 

make criminalized people ‘pro-social’ contributing members of society (Public Safety Canada, 2022). As previously 

mentioned, risk has been increasingly used to supposedly predict whether someone will commit another ‘crime’ or 

not. Risk is very controversial, demonstrating little to no evidence of its accuracy (Beck, 1992). 
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somewhat undertheorized and appreciated. In this section, I focus on two ways of understanding 

care, specifically carceral care and abolitionist/deviant care. This section explores how care can 

be both a part of the carceral and a tool for resistance and liberation within the confines of care-

work. 

2.6.1 Care work 

Care work refers to the labour of meeting people’s needs—such as physical, psychological, 

emotional, and developmental—whether paid or unpaid. Considering this definition, the labour 

that takes place in the penal voluntary sector can be conceptualized as care work—seeking to 

meet the needs of criminalized people rather than meeting the needs of the organization or 

powerful groups. This begs the question as to how care work is experienced and perceived by its 

recipients. Before discussing carceral versus deviant care, I explore the concept of ‘care’ more 

generally.  

Tronto (1993) explores the connection between care and politics and ultimately suggests 

that as a society we undervalue care, instead seeing needs as a weakness and largely delegating 

care work to women and BIPOC. Fisher and Tronto (1990) create their own definition of care:  

On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a species activity that 

includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we 

can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, our selves, and our 

environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web. 

(retrieved from Tronto, 1993, p. 103, original emphasis).  

Tronto (1993) suggests that care implies both disposition and action, meaning that care requires 

both a caring nature and intentional action to meet needs of a person or group. Indeed, care is not 

always an individual act as care can occur at a societal level—for example, how we (do not) care 
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for unsheltered people currently in so-called Canada is a political issue and one related to care. 

As this dissertation focusses on a specific aspect of care—namely, care that occurs within 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’—I narrow the definition of care to include needs related to 

physiology, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization41 through both 

interpersonal and practical supports. As care work is undervalued within society (Nadasen, 2023; 

Tronto, 1993), the penal voluntary sector has remained underexplored in terms of its benefits and 

harms for criminalized people. 

In the remainder of this section, I explore and juxtapose carceral care with 

deviant/abolitionist care. While both carceral and deviant care fit the above definitions of care, 

there are nuances that need to be explored for the context of this study. I forgo the assumption 

that care work is necessarily beneficial and successful in its goals. Indeed, much literature 

examines carceral care as a form of care work that operates within—and ultimately reinforces—

existing institutional structures, rather than resisting or challenging them. This is juxtaposed with 

deviant or abolitionist care which is care work done by oppressed groups and allies in order to 

resist, reduce the harms of, and overhaul oppressive systems that create the need for care in the 

first place.42 

2.6.2 Carceral care 

Carceral care is a liberal spark which seeks to prevent or reduce carceral harm and 

violence without seeking to overhaul or critically examine this violence, instead seeking strictly 

to mitigate it (Hwang, 2019). Carceral care is linked to liberal sensibility and an oppressive norm 

that must be achieved for care to be effective, resulting in piecemeal reforms to prisons and other 

 
41 This list of needs is borrowed from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. I used these needs as they were all referenced by 

participants in some way, and one participant mentioned Maslow’s hierarchy of needs by name.  
42 Although care work will always be necessary to some degree, organized abandonment ensures that groups of 

people do not have the resources to care for themselves and therefore require care from others.  
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harmful structures, rather than the challenging of the underpinning carceral logics themselves 

(Hwang, 2019). Although a newer term, carceral care has been around for a long time. For 

example, asylums and mental health facilities can be seen as carceral care work, seeking to ‘care’ 

for those labelled ‘mentally ill’ through physical and/or chemical restraint (Ben-Moshe, 2020; 

Martin, 2021). Carceral care does not exclusively exist in prisons and mental health facilities, but 

is also present in other institutions that seek to provide care while maintaining oppressive 

institutions, such as social work, schools, hospitals, and more (Gilmore, 2007; Kilty, 2012; 

Hwang, 2019). Nguyen (2021) argues that carceral care has extended to anti-terrorism efforts in 

which social workers, teachers, and other workers are tasked with the effort of identifying 

individuals at-risk for terrorism. This approach, not surprisingly, translates into Islamophobia in 

that the supposed ‘risk factor’ of being part of a certain ethnic group (re)produces stereotypes 

that result in discrimination and oppression. The risk factor of being Muslim gives teachers and 

others the duty of reproducing Islamophobia. In addition to carceral care (re)producing 

oppressive systems, it also individualizes structural issues.  

The existence of carceral care further justifies and normalizes the violence and control of 

the carceral by not questioning its underpinnings. Indeed, carceral care upholds the idea that 

deviant and criminalized bodies are responsible for their contexts which lead to their engagement 

in criminalized activities and subsequent punishment (Kilty, 2012). This type of care, while 

upholding the carceral, thus seeks a cure in that it involves fixing the individual to fit into the 

status quo. Rejecting the pathologization of trauma, Piepzna-Samarsinha (2018) suggests that 

instead of fixing individuals, we need to build communal healing rooted in justice, joy, and grief, 

noting: 
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My survivorhood is not an individual problem. I want the communion of all of us who 

have survived, and the knowledge. I do not want to be fixed. I want to change the world. I 

want to be alive, awake, grieving, and full of joy. And I am. (p. 239) 

The pathologizing of social problems thus marks the need for an individual—rather than 

societal—cure. ‘Curing’ someone of deviance is the attempt to instill in them the white, classed, 

colonial ideology and norms of western society (Fanon, 1968; Kilty, 2012).  

Despite the harms of carceral care, some authors have also explored the benefits of these 

carceral institutions, while still acknowledging their carceral context. For example, Martin 

(2021) explores the care work done in an American halfway house for men. One of the residents, 

Joe, says the halfway house saved his life. The benefits of the halfway house outlined in this 

literature include having a place to stay and bed to sleep in, having caring volunteers cook meals, 

and generally being a relatively safe space where one can stay. In her study of a women's 

treatment facility, Nelund (2020) underscores the value of care work by centering the perspective 

of care-receivers. She evaluates success through indicators such as workers assuming 

responsibilities beyond their formal roles—that is, providing support to meet practical needs 

such as transportation, shelter, food, and material goods. However, it is important to note, as both 

Martin (2021) and Nelund (2020) do, that these acts of care take place within a carceral 

environment and are part of the carceral continuum.  

2.6.3 Abolitionist/deviant care 

In contrast to carceral care, deviant care has been proposed by several scholars as the 

antithesis of carceral care. Hwang (2019) uses the term ‘deviant care’ to describe mutual aid and 

other radical care work built on radical relationalism—an ethic that reorients our connections 

toward one another beyond the confines of capitalistic extraction and detached from 

philanthropic, colonial, carceral care work. Building off W.E.B Du Bois’ (2007) idea of 

‘abolition democracy’ and Gilmore’s (2007)’s notion of ‘organized abandonment’, Khan and 
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colleagues (2022) have proposed the idea of abolition medicine. Organized abandonment is 

evident within racialized communities who do not receive “safe housing, clean water, reliable 

jobs, healthy food, and social service provisions” as they are replaced with police and 

criminalization (Khan et al., 2022). Abolition medicine envisions and constructs new healthcare 

institutions and relational practices that upend systems of oppression—such as racism—that 

deny marginalized communities access to the essential resources that promote health and 

wellness. Here, I am referring to the care work done by friends, family, community organizers, 

and allies to care for oppressed groups and seek permanent, meaningful short- and long-term 

change. Care work in these literatures is characterized by providing support to individuals who 

are generally oppressed by the state. This type of care manifests in practices such as protest, 

mutual aid, care collectives, and more. Similarly, ‘collective care’ is about building an ecosystem 

of care which emphasized safety and well-being without the use of police (Ritchie, 2023).  

Although not always referred to as ‘care’, there is much community organizing around 

the idea of supporting people and the world. While this care targets specific groups, it is not 

charity. Instead, it is about the dismantling of the current systems of oppression and the creation 

of structures where everyone can thrive. Below, is one such articulation by Horizon Ottawa 

(n.d.):  

Horizon Ottawa envisions a future where the municipal government protects the 

environment, expands public ownership of infrastructure, and creates public spaces that 

are safe, inclusive and accepting of all of its residents. Horizon Ottawa envisions a 

municipal government committed to dismantling all forms of oppression, including 

inequity based on gender, race, religion, sexuality, ability and economic circumstance, 

while supporting true and meaningful reconciliation with Indigenous peoples. 

 

As exemplified within literature and community organizing, this care occurs between members 

of various deviant groups, such as the following: those detained and/or criminalized due to the 

ideology of and enforcement of borders (Medel, 2017); those with accessibility needs; the 
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2SLGBTQ2+ community (Sharman, 2021); Indigenous people (e.g. Topa & Narvaez, 2022); 

Black people and other people of colour (Ottawa Black Diaspora Coalition, n.d); people who are 

mad (Institute for the Development of Human Arts, n.d.)43 ; people dependent on substances 

(Drug User Advocacy League, n.d.); unsheltered people (Alliance to End Homelessness Ottawa, 

n.d.); people who have been or are currently criminalized (CPEP, n.d.); the environment (CAFES 

Ottawa, n.d.), and more. Although not always called ‘abolitionist care’, I adopt this term to 

encapsulate all the efforts that seek to build relationships and provide support outside of 

capitalist colonial relations, and efforts to upend systems that maintain carceral care. Thus, 

abolitionist care consists of life-affirming acts that occur outside of the carceral structure—

usually in resistance to it and build new relations that maintain life. This includes both building 

new institutions that preserve care and the care work that is done on a day-to-day basis for 

survival. The survival element of this is deviant care.  

Conceptualizing both carceral and abolitionist care sheds light on the structural context of 

care. For example, carceral care exists within, and is restricted by, the possibilities and 

constraints of carceral entities; while abolitionist care pushes those boundaries to create radically 

decolonized relationships not rooted in carceral ideologies and practices. Although there can be 

benefits of both types of care on an individual level, carceral care perpetuates the carceral 

structure. This is not to discredit the individual efforts and benefits of care which can be found in 

every carceral institution, but to highlight the restraints of care within these institutions and the 

possibilities of care without such constraints.  

 
43 Madness refers to a nascent body of literature based on first person experiences of so-called ‘mental illness’ 

(Faulkner, 2017). In this way, the term ‘madness’ resists the psychiatric episteme by only allowing people who are 

mad, rather than a psychiatrist, to determine who is mad, and gives them the power and platform to share their own 

experiences and knowledges. 
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It is important to note that rehabilitation does not equate to abolitionist or deviant care but 

rather functions as a mechanism of social control or carceral care. When framed through a 

biomedical lens, rehabilitative rhetoric can legitimize the coercive use of medication as a means 

of managing deviance—an approach that exemplifies medico-legal governance44 rather than 

therapeutic support (Chandler et al., 2021). Similarly, when rehabilitation is used to justify 

mandated therapeutic interventions—such as emotion regulation programs—it operates as 

carceral care, wherein treatment is entangled with surveillance, discipline, and punishment 

(Kilty, 2012). Although these interventions may appear supportive, they frequently serve to 

regulate emotional expression and enforce normative behaviour under the guise of care.

 Rehabilitation is often used in literature and in everyday speech without being defined 

(Forsberg & Douglas, 2022). Forsberg and Douglas (2022) outline the five ways rehabilitation 

has been used in the literature: rehabilitation as anti-recidivism; rehabilitation as harm-reduction; 

rehabilitation as therapy; rehabilitation as moral improvement; and rehabilitation as restoration. 

Generally, rehabilitation includes programs, education, gaining work skills and earning money. 

Rather than supporting individuals holistically, ‘rehabilitation’ often aims to ‘fix’ people in terms 

of perceived moral failings—targeting behaviours like drug use, parenting ability, skills, ability 

to work, and emotional regulation. This means that when someone is assumed to have 

‘committed a crime’, the state has the right (and perhaps the responsibility) to intervene and 

responsibilize the individual to align more with an ideal citizen. This intervention includes 

punishment and seeking to ‘fix’ the person that is flawed—exemplified through the fact that they 

 
44 Medico-legal governance is a term used to describe where the penal and health care systems intersect to produce a 

complex form of social control (Chandler et al., 2021).  
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are a ‘criminal’ (regardless of whether they did, indeed, commit the act they have been accused 

and convicted of or not).  

Rehabilitation is sometimes conflated with care. For example, in their 2023-2024 

departmental results report, Correctional Service Canada (2023) claims that their number one 

responsibility is “care and custody”. Johnston and Ricciardelli (2024) state that staff enact 

prisoner care, “which in theory and practice are meant to serve, protect and rehabilitate the 

prisoner population.” All this is to say that different actors and scholars use different terms to 

encapsulate what is enacted on prisoners, with care and rehabilitation sometimes being conflated. 

I consciously use the term care, rather than rehabilitation, as I wish to uncover in what ways 

support and life-affirming practices are experienced within these initiatives. Whether 

‘rehabilitation’ is present or not is less important as rehabilitation is a logic of the carceral 

system, seeking to ‘normalize’ the subjugation of criminalized people. With this said, as 

explored in Chapter 6, some participants mention the benefits of rehabilitation programs. 

2.7 Conclusion 

Exploring the experiences of those subjected to ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ is timely, 

with the Government of Canada instituting measures to increase the use of these alternatives, 

along with growing awareness and concern of inequalities all too evident in the criminal 

(in)justice system. For example, there is growing attention on the murdering of racialized people 

at the hands of police officers (BBC News, 2020; CBC, 2020a/b; Pimentel, 2025; Sanchez, 

2020;), and uninvestigated missing and/or murdered Indigenous women and girls (Bychutsky & 

Lopez, 2017). To date, the large amount of literature on inequalities perpetuated in carceral 

spaces has shown how systems of oppression are sewn into the fabric of society (Cohen, 1985; 

Foucault, 1977; Story, 2019), with ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ possibly perpetuating these 
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same logics. My research is a part of a social justice movement seeking to overhaul systems of 

oppression by filling gaps in literature pertaining to ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ and the penal 

voluntary sector.  

Reform literature often points to the potential pitfalls of diversion and decarceration, such 

as net-widening and transcarceration. Some feminist literature (e.g. McKim, 2017; Nelund, 

2021) contributes to residential diversion research through exploring discourses and strategies 

used by the workers of these programs. These studies show how so-called alternatives perpetuate 

the same discourses as the carceral system—specifically, reducing structural socio-economic 

issues (i.e. homelessness, substance abuse, mental unwellness) to individual causes, leading to 

individuals being blamed and punished for their socio-economic situation. However, little to no 

research explores perspectives of the wards of these programs. Documenting and taking into 

account the perspectives of wards is essential, as their voices—frequently marginalized and 

systematically overlooked—offer crucial insight into experiences shaped by structural 

disadvantage. Yet, having their first-hand experience of the nature of diversion measures is 

crucial because they are the true experts in this field. Their knowledge of the consequences of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ can inform future programs and policies. Therefore, this research 

contributes to the diversion and decarceration literature by assessing how ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ are experienced through semi-structured interviews with both wards and staff. 

The recent literature on the non-profit sector has contributed by showing how non-profits 

can extend the carceral (INCITE!, 2017; McKim, 2017; Nelund, 2021). As research on the non-

profit and penal voluntary sector research is in its infancy, there are several gaps that my 

research seeks to fill. Tomczak (2017) has shed considerable light on the beneficial and 

detrimental outcomes of the penal voluntary sector. However, her work, along with other related 
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work (i.e. INCITE!, 2017) is primarily based in the United States and United Kingdom,45 making 

my research valuable as it focusses exclusively on Canada—mostly Ontario, a geographical 

location not commonly explored in scholarly inquiries of non-profits. A notable exception—and 

one that is cited throughout my analysis chapters—is McAleese’s (2022) dissertation which 

explores how penal voluntary sector actors navigate and resist the collateral consequences of 

punishment within Canada. Canada is contextually different than the United States and the 

United Kingdom as Canada has had a relatively stable imprisonment rate since the conclusion of 

the second world war (Webster & Doob, 2007), has more progressive discourses surrounding 

penality, and has recently called for more so-called ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that involve 

the non-profit sector (Trudeau, 2019). Thus, this research will contribute to the Canadian penal 

voluntary sector and literature by exploring how wards and workers experience a variety of penal 

voluntary programs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 A notable exception is Quinn (2020).  
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Chapter 3: Theorizing Abolition and Abolition Geography 

Informed by carceral abolition and abolition geography, this doctoral thesis seeks to 

evaluate if the ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ of the kind increasingly being funded by the 

Liberal Canadian government46 are indeed ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ or if they extend the 

carceral. This section begins with an exploration of specific tools to examine whether these 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ expand or limit the use of carcerality, specifically different types 

of abolitionist reform. Abolitionists use many different frameworks, such as intersectionality 

(Davis, 2003; Knopp et al., 2005; Lamble, 2013; Law, 2011; McKim, 2017; Taylor, 2019), 

phenomenology (Ruggiero, 2020; Hulsman, 1986), and Marxism (Gilmore, 2007; INCITE!, 

2017; Mathiesen, 2015; Story, 2019) to make sense of and imagine alternatives to carceral 

formations.  

Specifically, to answer my first five research questions which involve exploring the lived 

experiences of wards and workers in terms of care/support and coercion/control as well as 

resistance, I use phenomenology to privilege the insights of wards and workers of ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’. More recently, carceral geography has emerged within the discipline of 

geography to explore how carceral spaces extend beyond prisons. While critical carceral 

geography provides tools for analyzing spatial aspects of the carceral structure, abolition 

geography is informed by the work of Ruth Gilmore (2022) and provides a practical framework 

for imagining a world without carceral spaces. Specifically, abolition geography examines the 

systems of oppression underpinning carceral spaces in an effort to diminish them and nourish 

abolition geographies. I use abolition geography to explore the underpinning logics of both 

 
46 Although the current ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ were being funded by the Justin Trudeau government, they 

are not new and are underpinned particularly by the rehabilitative logic that was prominent in the latter half of the 

1900s and continues to exist alongside other more punitive logics (Meyer & O’Malley, 2005; Piché, 2017). 
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prisons and ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Therefore, through a phenomenological lens, I 

engage with abolition geography to explore the experiences of criminalized people and staff of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Using abolitionist reform and abolition geography allows us to 

see beyond current carceral structures to explore how participants imagine better ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ and liberatory spaces.  

3.1 Abolition  

Abolition is a diverse movement, categorized by an urgency to stop all systems of 

oppression and imagine a societal structure based on the principles of abolition democracy. 

Coined by Du Bois (2007), and furthered by Davis (2005), abolition democracy is the act of 

replacing oppressive institutions with approaches that aim to build a more equitable world. Like 

slavery was abolished, but racism remained in society and de facto shifted from individual 

ownership of slaves to state ownership through the use of prisons (Davis, 2003), we must 

accompany the abolition of prisons and other carceral spaces with the eradication of the 

inequalities that pervade society. Abolition democracy requires the provision of equal social, 

economic, and cultural opportunities so everyone can live free (Davis, 2003).  

Abolitionist praxis is advanced by abolitionist groups (e.g. CPEP, 2020a; Critical 

resistance, 2021; Punch up collective, n.d.), academics (e.g. Ben-Moshe, 2018, 2020; Coyle, 

2016; Piché & Larsen, 2010), front-line workers (e.g. Jeffries & Ridgley, 2020) and allies, who 

seek to dismantle and build alternatives to current structures that disadvantage particular 

populations. Abolition is not only a movement, but also a change in lens (Zehr, 2015)47; a 

 
47 The current criminal (in)justice lens neglects the needs of those who have been harmed and those who have 

caused harm. Instead, the penal system focusses on punishment for those it deems responsible for ‘crimes’ (Zehr, 

2015). Thus, abolition, as a change of lens, views harm more holistically, examining the causes and focusses on 

solutions that heal rather than cause additional harm.  
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sensitizing theory (Scheerer, 1986)48; an ethical position (Ben-Moshe, 2018)49; and a process of 

unlearning (Ben-Moshe, 2018)50. Abolition identifies systemic oppressions, such as racism, 

sexism, and heteronormativity (Davis, 2003), while advancing small and large challenges to 

current carceral structures and associated logics to design a more equal democracy (Davis, 2003, 

2005; Du Bois, 2007) and non-punitive justice mechanisms (Morris, 2023). Justice for 

abolitionists is an integrated approach to prevent and intervene in harm, seek reparations, and 

transform conditions in which we live that reduce and ultimately eliminate systems of oppression 

that are the root of much harm (McLeod, 2019).   

In line with the above conceptualization of justice, restorative justice works to repair 

relationships through bringing together those who caused and were impacted by harm to make 

amends (Morris, 2000). Transformative justice goes further to address the power imbalances 

deeply rooted in many relationships, such as racism and ableism (Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 

2020). Transformative justice generally includes three aspects: community building, keeping 

each other safe, and addressing individual and structural harm. Small abolitionist changes 

include providing assistance to those currently imprisoned and/or reducing the harms of 

imprisonment (Doyle et al., 2022) while larger abolitionist changes include implementing 

transformative justice practices (Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 2020) and advocating for the 

end of prisons (CPEP, 2020a), colonialism (Land back, 2021), and other systems of oppression. 

 
48 Scheerer (1986) describes abolition as a sensitizing theory as it can “transcend traditional classification, 

assumptions, and models without providing exact tests of these new ideas and its own inventory of conceptual and 

methodological tools” (p. 9). Instead of describing abolition as a theory, “it seems wiser to speak both more 

modestly and realistically of its being an incomplete, competing perspective on social control in (post-)modern 

societies” (p.10).  
49 Abolition seeks to dismantle systems of oppression to progress liberation for all. Thus, it takes an ethical position 

vis-à-vis state repression.  
50 On a societal and individual level, inequalities have become normalized and structural. Thus, the pursuit of 

liberation requires unlearning systems of oppression, such as, inter alia, racism, sexism, and homophobia. 
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Over time, the focus of abolitionist efforts has evolved—from challenging the prison, to 

confronting broader penal structures, and recently to critiquing the expansive reach of the 

carceral (Piché & Larsen, 2010). Prison abolition seeks to dismantle prison structures and build 

non-coercive alternatives to imprisonment that exist outside the penal archipelago. On its own, 

prison abolition fails to consider how other carceral spaces are linked to systems of oppression 

(Story, 2019). Therefore, the abolition of prisons cannot be accomplished without abolishing 

other carceral institutions. Penal abolition goes further, seeking to dismantle punitive structures 

such as police and courts (Coyle & Scott, 2021), and other penal spaces (Chase, 2019) and 

rebuild communities that address harms compassionately (Knopp et al., 2005; McLeod, 2019). 

However, systems of oppression—such as, inter alia, xenophobia, sexism, racism, 

heteronormativity, ableism, and transphobia—must also be abolished for penal institutions to be 

completely eradicated. Thus, carceral abolition offers a broad critique of state and corporate 

structure, dismantling surveillance (state and corporate), immigration detention, and other 

carceral spaces and their associated logics and knowledges, and rebuilding a more equal society, 

free of systems of oppression (Piché & Larsen, 2010). Although carceral abolition has been 

infrequently deployed in current abolitionist literature (Carrier & Piché, 2015b)51, I adopt this 

term as it better reflects how abolition critically examines and seeks to rebuild societal structures 

as expressed by seminal scholars such as Angela Davis (2003, 2005) and W.E.B. Du Bois 

(2007).  

3.1.1 Abolitionist reform & the unfinished 

Many abolitionists recognize that social change requires reform. In his unfinished model, 

Mathiesen (2015) suggests we should only seek negative reforms—changes which dismantle part 

 
51 A notable exception is Ben-Moshe (2020).  
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of the carceral structure52—or non-reformist reforms (Gorz, 1967)— reforms that have an 

abolitionist goal. In this view, we should only reform prisons and carceral spaces if they do not 

strengthen them in the long run (Mathiesen, 2015). Seen in this light, reform efforts rooted in 

humanization often fall short and ultimately further entrench the carceral by allowing critique to 

be neutralized while not addressing carceral logics (Cohen, 1985; Lowman et al., 1987). Due to 

this difficulty, some abolitionists often dismiss reform efforts, instead focussing on overhauling 

systems of oppression altogether (see Cohen, 1985; Davis, 2003; Mathiesen, 2015).  

  Furthermore, reform efforts are sometimes overlooked by abolitionists because they often 

privilege law as a source of justice and equity. The unquestioned assumption often present in 

liberal reform efforts is that law can be just and thus we should use law to create equity for 

disadvantaged populations. For example, strands of feminism use law with the goal of achieving 

gender equality through the criminalization of violence against women (Richie, 2012), rather 

than abolishing law as a source of gender inequality (Taylor, 2019). In addition, other social 

movements often do not acknowledge that law, prisons, and other government institutions 

perpetuate racism (and other systems of oppression). While the Movement for Black Lives 

(2016) is about divesting from police and other punitive institutions, and (re)investing in 

strategies that support equality (McQuade, 2018), it is often also used as a platform to fight for 

police officers to be ‘brought to justice’ through prosecution (see Oreskes, 2020). For example, a 

number of protests during the 2020 uprisings in the wake of the death of George Floyd and other 

Black people at the hands of police officers included the demand to “prosecute killer cops”, with 

 
52 In his original publication of The Politics of Abolition, Mathiesen (2015) is against most types of reforms, instead 

aiming exclusively for an abolitionist approach that is foreign to the current system and suggested, rather than fully 

formed. However, in his Revisited edition in 2016, he is more open to reforms because they get us closer to the 

abolitionist goal.  
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their leaders criticizing Black Lives Matter for not working to prosecute the police officers who 

have murdered Black lives (Oreskes, 2020), ultimately reifying a system that is inherently racist 

to fight racism (Taylor, 2019). The belief that law is just and fair is so engrained that most people 

do not consider abolitionist frameworks—ones that pursue justice by addressing and ending 

harm, rather than causing additional harm. While abolitionist frameworks are advanced by 

academics who often shy away from reform, there is little research linking reform efforts to 

abolitionist theory, specifically Mathiesen’s (2015) unfinished. 

Other abolitionists advocate for short-term reforms on the way to more revolutionary 

abolitionist goals (e.g. Knopp et al., 2005). In a sole-authored peer-reviewed journal article, I 

proposed three types of abolitionist reform: imaginable, semi-imaginable, and unimaginable 

(Morris, 2023). As a non-abolitionist reform, liberal reforms seek changes within the current 

system with the goal of humanizing prisons (Morris, 2023), such as reforms to solitary 

confinement resulting in the creation of Structured Intervention Units (SIU). Within the SIU, 

prisoners are supposed to have shorter stays, at least four hours outside of the cage, and at least 

two hours of meaningful human contact per day (Public Safety Canada, 2024). However, in 

practice, SIUs are said to be similar to solitary confinement, with these requirements never being 

met consistently (Public Safety Canada, 2024). Accordingly, liberal reforms are part and parcel 

of the carceral state which makes small changes without challenging carceral spaces. Imaginable 

reforms maintain an abolitionist long-term goal but engage in short-term reforms that refuse to 

abandon those currently subjected to carceral conditions. For example, when the Ottawa-

Carleton Detention Centre was only willing to extract, rather than fix, the teeth of prisoners, the 

JAIL hotline53 advocated for full and comprehensive dental care (CPEP, 2020b). Along with 

 
53 From 2018 to 2022, the Jail Accountability & Information Line (JAIL) took calls from people imprisoned at the 

Ottawa-Carleton Detention Centre (OCDC) and their loved ones to address the human rights issues they face at the 
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advocacy efforts to reduce the harms of imprisonment, The Criminalization and Punishment 

Education Project (CPEP) maintains a constant resistant ethos that challenges the use of human 

caging in general as depicted on their homepage:54 “Imprisonment doesn’t work. Historically, 

jails and prisons have proven both very costly and to fail in meeting their stated objectives. 

Criminological research shows that incarceration is the least effective way to enhance safety or 

deter law-breaking.” (CPEP, 2020a). Thus, imaginable reforms make small changes to the 

current system, while working towards structural change.  

Semi-imaginable reforms are alternatives to imprisonment that exist outside of the 

criminal (in)justice system, seeking to meet people’s needs before criminalization occurs and 

creating mechanisms that address social harm outside of state violence. CPEP (n.d.) also 

advocated for diversion and decarceration, which did occur during the beginning of the COVID-

19 pandemic (Tredinnick, 2021). ‘Low risk’ criminalized people were released without being 

subjected to any social control mechanism—such as parole, halfway house, and house arrest—

making these examples of semi-imaginable reforms. There are many semi-imaginable reforms 

occurring now, mostly started by activists and/or scholars who seek to address harms 

productively and/or prevent criminalization and harm altogether. For example, Deanna Van 

 
Ottawa jail, including grossly inadequate medical care and diet, denial of religious rights, and lack of affordable 

communication with loved ones. 

54 “CPEP aims to bring together critical criminologists, students, researchers, community members, front-line 

workers, and those affected by criminalization and punishment, to carry out such public education, activism, and 

research in the hopes of creating social change” (CPEP, n.d.). It is important to note that coupled with this quote on 

their homepage, CPEP (n.d.) engages in many abolitionist tactics throughout so-called Ottawa such as campaigning 

to defund the police and stop prisons from being built. This is to say that without action, their rhetoric would be 

meaningless.  
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Buren55 is the founder of a semi-imaginable reform, building peacemaking structures which 

house programs that seek to reduce the effects of oppression.  

Finally, unimaginable reforms employ various techniques that overthrow systems of 

oppression including changing infrastructure (Agrid, 2018), shifting language (Coyle, 2016; 

Coyle & Schept, 2018; Hulsman, 1986; Schiff & Hooker, 2019), restructuring society (Carrier & 

Piché, 2015b; Christie, 2007; McLeod, 2019; Meiners, 2011), resisting current structures through 

activism (Mathiesen, 2015), and deprofessionalizing the study of ‘crime’ (Carrier & Piché, 

2015a; Cohen, 1998). This type of abolitionist reform may be what most think of when they 

think of abolition—the substantive structural, cultural, economic, political, and social changes 

that are necessary to imagine a currently unimaginable equitable world. Imaginable, semi-

imaginable, and unimaginable reforms are all abolitionist as they open space outside the carceral 

archipelago and/or maintain the long-term abolitionist goal of dismantling systems of oppression.  

Table 1: Summary of the Goals of Liberal, Imaginable, Semi-imaginable,  

and Unimaginable Reforms 

 

 Liberal Imaginable Semi-imaginable Unimaginable 

The goal Quick, easily 

digestible 

changes that fit 

into the current 

structure.  

 

Quick, fairly easily 

digestible changes that 

fit into the current 

structure, while 

maintaining the need 

for overhauling 

carceral spaces.  

 

The goals are two-fold: 

(1) address harms outside 

of the carceral 

archipelago, and (2) 

address basic needs 

(food, shelter, 

employments/basic 

income, etc.) before 

criminalization occurs.  

 

To overhaul systems of 

oppression and carceral 

logics and abolish 

carceral spaces, while 

imagining liberatory 

practices and futures. 

 

Purpose Humanize 

carceral spaces. 

Refuse to abandon 

those currently being 

Make carceral spaces 

obsolete. 

Create the fabric of 

society in which 

 
55 For more information see her TedTalk entitled What a World without Prisons could look like from 

https://www.ted.com/talks/deanna_van_buren_what_a_world_without_prisons_could_look_like, or visit her website 

at https://designingjustice.org/. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/deanna_van_buren_what_a_world_without_prisons_could_look_like
https://designingjustice.org/
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harmed by carceral 

spaces. 

 

 abolitionist futures can 

emerge. 

 

The 

message 

Carceral spaces 

are necessary 

and can be made 

humane. 

 

Criminalized people 

deserve care and 

support. 

 

Punishment is not justice. 

We can imagine other 

ways to thrive. 

 

Systems of oppression 

exist and are not just. 

There are other ways to 

relate to each other.    

 

 Employing abolitionist reform for the purposes of this dissertation opens space to 

explore action on both the individual and structural levels. This is significant because although 

abolition does often focus on structures of inequalities, it also focusses on on-the-ground 

collective organizing and ways of being that progress an abolitionist horizon. 

I intend to enhance the abolitionist reform literature by exploring if the growth of these 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are progressing or hindering abolitionist struggles. Abolitionist 

literature often dismisses ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ as extensions of the state, and such work 

does not tend to explore how they are experienced or perceived by wards or workers. Instead of 

dismissing reform due to assumed carceral constraints, I draw upon wards’ and workers’ 

experiences to examine whether these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ indeed strengthen and/or 

resist carceral ideology. Thus, I explore the specific experiences that make community-based 

programs take on carceral dimensions, and other aspects that are seen as beneficial and needing 

to be retained and/or recreated in another form through the abolitionist framework of reform I 

previously developed (see Morris, 2023).  
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3.2 Carceral Geography  

Carceral abolition as an approach does not stand alone.56 Therefore, I draw upon Gilmore’s 

(2022) abolition geography to critically differentiate carceral and abolitionist geographies. The 

carceral extends beyond prison walls, as carcerality—a set of assumptions, prejudices, and control 

tactics—spreads throughout society through various institutions and spaces (Ben-Moshe, 2020), 

including but not limited to poor neighbourhoods (Story, 2019), schools (Foucault, 1977; Meiners, 

2011), and families (Foucault, 1977). Examples include coercive technologies of behaviours, 

vertical hierarchies, and knowledge of individuals (Foucault, 1977).  

Carceral geographers often begin their analyses drawing on Foucault’s (1977) notion of 

the panopticon and the carceral. Foucault (1977) suggested that social control mechanisms were 

becoming more diffuse, noting: 

The frontiers between confinement, judicial punishment and institutions of discipline, 

which were already blurred in the classical age, tended to disappear and constitute a great 

carceral continuum that diffused penitentiary techniques into the most innocent 

disciplines, transmitting disciplinary norms into the very heart of the penal system and 

placing over the slightest illegality, the smallest irregularity, deviation or anomaly, the 

threat of delinquency. A subtle, graduated carceral net, with compact institutions, but also 

separate and diffused methods, assumed responsibility for the arbitrary, widespread, 

badly integrated confinement of the classical age. (p. 297) 

 

Thus, as early as 1975, when Discipline and Punish was first published, Foucault (1977) 

recognized how carceral discipline was at work beyond spaces in which people had been 

criminalized, shaping a quasi-criminal arena which can be described as carceral. Theorists have 

since built upon this work (see, for example, Moran et al., 2018; Story, 2019), exploring many 

other sites and forms of confinement, such as immigration detention (Beckett & Murakawa, 

 
56 Scheerer (1986) describes abolition as not accepting traditional criminological biases and thus, like labelling 

theory, abolition is a sensitizing theory which is “a ‘theory’ with the purpose and ability to ‘somehow’ transcend 

traditional classifications, assumptions, and models without providing exact tests of these new ideas and its own 

inventory of conceptual and methodological tools.” (ibid, 9). 
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2012), halfway houses (Martin, 2021), asylums (Ben-Moshe, 2020), and other ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’.  

As explored in Chapter 2, there are a few ways of conceptualizing how carceral power 

operates outside of prisons such as transcarceration (Lowman et al., 1987), the carceral 

archipelago (Foucault, 1977), and compact and diffuse carceral modes (Moran et al., 2018). 

Indeed, these concepts account for the increasing amount of surveillance and control exerted by 

the state on citizens in many different locales. Moran and colleagues (2018) suggest that what 

makes something carceral is detriment, intention, and spatiality. Rather than treating these 

criteria as definitive markers of the carceral, they use them as a way to consider the “nature and 

quality of carcerality” (p. 677). Detriment is described as the “lived experience of harm” (p. 

677), seeking to separate intention from experience. Thus, detriment is employed to amplify the 

voices of those impacted by carcerality, not as a matter of intent, but as a reflection of the 

systemic realities they navigate. The second condition, intention, exists when there is an agent 

who caused the detriment. They use the example of locked-in syndrome (i.e. you cannot move 

but you still feel) to demonstrate how something is not carceral even if it feels like a prison, if 

there is no agentic nature of intention. Finally, spatiality suggests that carcerality occurs in some 

kind of space (e.g. prison, jail, halfway house, school, home, etc). As the carceral is often 

described as a continuum, Moran and colleagues (2018), following Foucault (1977), suggest the 

concepts of diffuse and compact carceral institutions to maintain the prison as the central space 

of carcerality, while acknowledging how carcerality exists in many other aspects of life.  

Surveillance, as a facet of carceral control, continues to expand as a tool of the carceral 

state (Chase, 2019). Foucault’s description of Bentham’s panopticon denotes that prisoners 

know, at any time, they could be being watched. This was based off a prison model in which a 
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guard was in a tower surrounded by cells with prisoners. The guard could watch any prisoner at 

any time, disciplining the prisoners to behave as if they are always being watched. Rooted in 

Bentham’s panopticon prison design, Foucault (1975) uses the term panopticism to describe a 

system of control and surveillance in which people regulate their own behaviour while believing 

they are under perpetual monitoring, especially since the intensification of punishment has made 

surveillance and security mechanisms commonplace (Bennett et al., 2014). Specifically, since 

the turn of the 21st century and up to the present, surveillance has increased more than ever 

before (Bennett et al., 2014). Surveillance is defined as “any systematic focus on personal 

information in order to influence, manage, entitle, or control those whose information is 

collected” (Bennett et al., 2014, p. 6). These expanding and new surveillance mechanisms 

include personal data mining that label marginalized populations as ‘at risk’, justifying further 

surveillance and control while also providing the means and justification for police and other 

state authorities to exert control.  

As previously discussed, the shadow state includes quasi-welfare services, including 

support and social work agencies (Peck, 2003). In addition, there are an increasing number of 

ways in which people are diverted into carceral systems. The shadow carceral state extends 

beyond the non-profit sector and includes new pathways to prison through civil and 

administrative laws, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, and criminal punishments in administrative 

processes (Beckett & Murakawa, 2012). Thus, as the carceral has expanded (e.g. immigration 

detention, halfway houses, and mental health facilities) there are an increasing number of ways 

to be drawn into its grasp (e.g. breaching a condition), and it extends into seemingly mundane 

aspects of life (e.g. parks, family, schools, hospitals). All this is to say that there are many 
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carceral geographies, all of which must be explored through an abolitionist lens to fully expose 

them and render them more vulnerable to dismantlement.  

3.2.1 Capitalism and Neoliberalism 

I would be remiss to not briefly discuss capitalism and neoliberalism as they are the 

context in which carceral geographies presently exist and intensify. As abolition geographies are 

the negation of carceral geographies (Gilmore, 2022), it is important to first examine what is 

being resisted. Broadly speaking, capitalism is a political, economic, and social system 

characterized by a region’s production inputs and surplus value being controlled by individuals 

for profit, rather than by workers or the state (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). Within Canada, capitalism 

has been defended and fueled by the exploitation, expropriation, and control of territory and 

racialized bodies. For example, as Canada’s national police service, the Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police (RCMP) was created, and continues today, alongside other penal system 

institutions, to enforce the settler colonial and capitalist white supremist order through the 

following: (1) criminalizing Indigenous people (Crosby & Monaghan, 2018); (2) heavily 

policing Black communities and criminalizing Black people (Maynard, 2017); and (3) using 

imprisonment from the 1800s until today to cage people not born in Canada and people who are 

poor (Jones, 2022).  

The use of the penal system remains linked to racial capitalism in that profit 

accumulation requires the exploitation of people’s labour and/or existence, which is highly 

racialized (Gilmore, 2022). The carceral state functions to reactivate surplus labour, land, and 

capital (Gilmore, 2007, 2022). Gilmore (2007) explores how in the wake of political change and 

natural disasters in California, prison expansion was used to “put certain state capacities into 

motion, make use of a lot of idle land, get capital invested via public debt, and take more than 
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160,000 low-wage workers off the streets” (p. 88). Although the justification for carceral spaces 

is ‘crime’ control, the underpinnings are related to socio-economic “relationships between social 

transformation, ethnic-racial division and neoliberalism, and the twin conceptions of ‘workfare’ 

and ‘prisonfare’” (Moran et al., 2018, p. 106). Workfare is the idea that welfare has become 

conditional on people seeking employment for minimum wage (which is not a living wage), 

while prisonfare is the warehousing of unemployed populations (Wacquant, 2010). Both 

workfare and prisonfare criminalize poverty. Wacquant (2009) places the contemporary penal 

system alongside reducing the welfare safety net, both of which discipline the poor. Indeed, the 

welfare net in the Canadian context is being pulled back as we approach the apogee of 

neoliberalism (Loreto, 2024).  

Robin D.G. Kelley uses the term revenue by primitive accumulation to describe the many 

ways governments save money by shifting their costs onto the poor (Jay, 2019). Indeed, carceral 

coercion and economic downfall have a positive correlation, meaning that when capitalism is 

struggling, the state compensates with mass coercion so that poor (and often criminalized) people 

must accept low-wage, degrading, and precarious employment. This labour is exploited by 

capitalists who benefit from the sub-par, and often dangerous, working conditions (Jay, 2019). 

These precarious and low-wage jobs cannot be adequately discussed without highlighting the 

link to racialized and gendered bodies. Indigenous and Black bodies and women are 

disproportionately subject to un- and under-employment, which is another mechanism to control 

and regulate racialized populations (Gilmore, 2022; Jay, 2019).   

Neoliberalism emerged in the 1970s as a philosophical doctrine and economic theory 

(Albertson et al., 2020), and since has been described as a theology—becoming deeply ingrained 
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as common sense57 in all aspects of life (Collins & Rothe, 2019; Kotsko, 2020). Neoliberalism is 

a political model that supports capitalist advances as much as possible. Within this context, free 

markets are believed to increase quality of services because government and non-government 

agencies must stay competitive by improving services and/or decreasing prices. Additionally, 

neoliberalism is an economic pursuit of new markets and the idea that markets are fair if they 

regulate themselves, rather than having any state intervention (Collins & Rothe, 2019). Thus, 

under neoliberalism there is a rollback of obstacles that limit the flow of capital (e.g. protection 

of wages) and a framing of economic stratification as individual choice (De Lissovoy, 2013). 

The broader social consequences of neoliberalism include the paradoxical expansion of 

expensive status apparatuses—such as the penal system and military—despite its rhetoric of 

minimal government. These developments coincide with a decrease in social solidarity and 

deepening of social stratification based on race and class, which becomes both amplified and 

more subtle (De Lissovoy, 2013). Under neoliberalism, social stratification is pronounced as 

social safety nets are reduced and those in power engage in more exploitative practices in search 

of higher profits. However, this stratification can be more subtle as individualism and 

meritocracy masks structural inequalities, creating a culture in which ‘failure’ is attributed to 

personal factors.  

Specifically related to the carceral, neoliberalism is based in individuality, largely 

ignoring structural issues that cause harmful environments in favour of discipline, surveillance, 

and punishment of surplus populations that do not contribute to the capitalist economy. It is 

important to note that neoliberalism is a variant of capitalism, and capitalism has fostered 

 
57 According to Gramsci (1971) and Hall and colleagues (2013), common sense is the result of hegemonic ideology 

permeating institutions and social relations. However, common sense disguises harms and violence of the system 

itself.  
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inequalities and violence since its inception centuries ago (Collins & Rothe, 2019; Pearce & 

Tombs, 1998). However, neoliberalism further intensifies capitalist accumulation through state 

divestment in welfare programs and privatization. While marginalized populations have fewer 

accessible supports, the rich profit from providing services at a significant cost under the guise of 

cost-savings to the taxpayer. Global neoliberalism further entrenches many inequalities that are 

addressed by social movements, activism, policy changes, and academics. 

Although carceral geography focusses on power structures that influence individual’s 

actions, Bevir (1999) maintains that this perspective leaves room for agency. Similarly, even 

within an abolitionist framework that recognizes how systems of oppression constrain 

possibilities and limit choices, there remains space for human agency. Individuals can still make 

choices within the confines of these restrictions. Indeed, this is how resistance occurs—when 

individuals and groups of people use their agency to seek changes with the goal being to 

decrease or eliminate oppression. In this sense, people are agents and have some choices within 

structures that limit options. Gilmore (2007) said it best when she stated that “if agency is the 

human ability to craft opportunity from the wherewithal of everyday life, then agency and 

structure are products of each other” (p. 27). In other words, agency both creates and is created 

by the social structure, meaning that structure cannot exist without agency. Although people are 

restricted by the economic and social structure in which they are located, agency is possible and 

is, in fact, inevitable. This is an important point to make as structural theorizing can make agency 

disappear and/or appear futile.  

Like Gilmore (2022), I have discussed aspects of the current economic and social 

structure to highlight the context for the proliferation of the carceral. Indeed, capitalism and 

neoliberalism, alongside other systems of oppression such as colonialism and racism, act as self-
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perpetuating machines that generate profitability off the backs of populations pushed to the 

margins.  

3.3 Abolition Geography  

Starting from the premise that “freedom is a place” (Gilmore, 2022, p. 474), and place-

making is a central human activity, abolition geography aims to make places of freedom, even if 

in the short-term, which serve as an “antagonistic contradiction of carceral geographies” and 

form “an interlocking pattern across the terrain of racial capitalism” (p. 474). I have discussed 

relationships of un-freedom, such as racial capitalism and extra-penal surveillance, particularly 

for those disenfranchised under capitalism. The current political, economic, and social 

geographies make possible and justify the carceral society in which marginalized populations are 

criminalized and disenfranchised.  

 What is to be abolished are the “processes of hierarchy, dispossession, and exclusion” 

(Gilmore, 2022, p. 475) that cause premature death. For instance, time is extracted from those in 

prisons, along with those who are under- and un-employed whose exploitative work leads to 

premature death. If we understand bodies as places, time is extracted again and again from these 

little territories (Gilmore, 2022). In this way, abolition geography is critical of the capitalist 

structures that exploit marginalized bodies by stealing time. Thus, abolition geography is the 

study and critique of the details of how the current racial capitalist society has arranged people, 

resources, and land in the past and present. In addition to critique, abolition geography 

demonstrates how radical consciousness58 can manifest liberation—or abolition geographies—

however ephemeral they may be. While prisons and prison-like settings are spaces that extract 

 
58 Radical consciousness is a group understanding of systemic oppression (Gilmore, 2022). It creates the possibility 

to critique and overhaul these systems of oppression.  
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time—causing people to get sick and die, abolition geographies are life-affirming places 

(Gilmore, 2022).  

3.4 Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a tool that can be coupled with many theoretical perspectives—

including abolition and abolition geography—that aims to get to the nature of a phenomena, as 

perceived by the experiencer (Smith et al., 2022). The goal is to enter inquiry with limited 

preconceptions so as to privilege the knowledge of those who experience the phenomena 

themselves. Phenomenology is a radical call to return to the exploration of concrete lived 

experiences as knowledge production. This episteme privileges experiences and narratives as 

knowledge. Carcerality is best understood from the perspective of those subjected to carceral 

spaces (Piché et al., 2014). Thus, I engage with critical phenomenology, which has been used to 

explore lived experiences which have often been neglected (Magrì & McQueen, 2023; Weiss et 

al., 2019). I use critical phenomenology to build deviant knowledge that draws attention to the 

lived experiences of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ as a means of building upon resistive 

knowledges that challenge the carceral.  

3.5 Mobilizing Carceral Abolition, Abolition Geography, and Phenomenology   

Abolition geography is the theoretical framework that underpins carceral abolition, 

through the exploration of socio-economic conditions that fuel imprisonment and other carceral 

spaces. Thus, I can view how spaces can reproduce carceral and/or abolitionist logics, practices 

and experiences. Adding to this, the abolitionist reform typology is a tool that allows for the 

categorization of these spaces based on how they are experienced. This is a process aimed at 

understanding what type of reform these initiatives embody, which is one of the main research 

questions. To answer this research question, we must hear from those with direct experience of 
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these initiatives on the ground. Therefore, phenomenology was engaged to explore how these 

initiatives were experienced. Importantly, drawing from abolition, abolitionist geography, and 

phenomenology, marginalized peoples’ suggestions and solutions are amplified within my 

reform typology.  

While carceral abolition draws from, and contributes to, grassroots movements and 

advocacy to end imprisonment and promote equitable structures and liberation for all, abolition 

geography supports grassroots movements and individual resistance through highlighting how 

the carceral can be resisted and transformed. Accordingly, the focus on individual and collective 

action is a significant aspect of both abolition geography and carceral abolition, both harnessing 

community-based knowledges in resisting current mainstream criminological knowledges and 

powers. Phenomenology enhances carceral abolition and abolition geography by providing deep 

insights into the ways in which carceral spaces are experienced. Critical phenomenology is also 

intersectional in nature, viewing social context and identities as the backdrop of individual 

experiences. The lived experience episteme that is harnessed by phenomenology is in itself 

resistance and can be utilized within grassroots organizing to create abolition geographies to 

resist the status quo. More specifically, amplifying marginalized voices (e.g. those who have 

been criminalized) is resistance to the field of mainstream criminology which has the tendency to 

marginalize these voices and advances state knowledge that is detached from lived experiences.  

3.6 Conclusion 

Abolition geography provides a foundation to explore the spaces that are experienced as 

carceral and more generally how carcerality is experienced by those subjected to it in this 

capitalist, neoliberal, white supremacist society. Indeed, carceral abolition advances the notion 

that oppressive hierarchies, processes, and ways of relating to each other must be abolished to 
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truly create an equitable society. Although carceral abolitionists organize to change political and 

social elements, as there are many inequalities and much violence perpetuated by the state on a 

daily basis, I, along with other scholars (e.g. Foucault, 2009; Nelund, 2021) do not wish to offer 

a “universal solution” (Nelund, 2021, p. 170), but examine social inequalities through a lens that 

imagines less harmful alternatives. Indeed, a “universal solution” would be dogmatic, ignoring 

the pitfalls that every political structure inevitably produces (Cohen, 1998). Instead, I wish to 

contribute to the theory and praxis of carceral abolition through privileging the narratives of 

those experiencing ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ and decarceration measures first-hand. By 

highlighting what is experienced as care versus control, we can be better positioned to make 

distinctions between liberal reforms that entrench penality versus abolitionist reforms that work 

to dismantle it or, at the very least, get closer to the latter through identifying elements in 

existing ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ worthy of carrying forward in this unfinished struggle for 

a liberated world.  
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Chapter 4: Situating my Methods 

As discussed in the previous chapter, this study utilizes abolition geography and the 

carceral abolitionist approach to explore experiences of those working within and those subjected 

to ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. This chapter begins by exploring the associated 

epistemological and ontological assumptions of this stance to provide transparency to my 

research approach, as well as to ensure congruency of my methodology and theoretical 

framework. Following this, I describe my methods in detail, including the sample, process, and 

limitations of my research design. Finally, I explore the main ethical considerations that I 

experienced and how I navigated them during the course of this study.   

4.1 Ontology   

In social sciences, ontology refers to what is truth, or what exists. This study is anchored 

in interpretivism as I seek to untangle webs of meaning and beliefs, and present them in ways 

that value voices and narratives (Ban, 2019). Beliefs and actions are intertwined and change over 

time, but are embedded in a historical and social background. Thus, I am not seeking ‘objective 

truth’, but rather how participants interpret the phenomena, in this case ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’.  

Underpinning abolition is the idea that ‘crime’ has no ontological reality (Hulsman, 

1986). This is to say that ‘crime’ is not an entity outside of shared understandings based on 

ideology, knowledge, and power. ‘Crime’ is both informed by, and informs discussion in, 

politics, media, and everyday conversations. These discourses create policies and practices that 

give life and meaning to carceral spaces. In this societal arrangement, ‘crime’ becomes a 

common-sense term which assumes an ontological reality. This is to say that the assumption of 

an ontological reality of ‘crime’ both allows for specific programs and conversations that discuss 
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‘crime’, and is influenced by media, programs, and conversations. The ideological framing of 

'crime' associates it with individual wrongdoings, overlooking the fact that the prison industrial 

complex misrepresents 'crime' and benefits a particular class (e.g., white, male, heteronormative, 

able-bodied) by exploiting other populations (Hall et al., 2013).  

Throughout this research, I also sought to deprivilege other terms that assume an 

ontological reality of something that is socially constructed and informs carceral knowledge 

production and control. For instance, I do not use the word ‘criminal’ as this assumes people are 

criminals,59 when in fact criminalization occurs due to political, economic, and social reasons. 

Even the term ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ could be viewed as problematic as these 

‘alternatives’ are generally assumed to be substantially different from, and better than, 

imprisonment. However, I use this term with scare quotes as it is used by the government to 

identify these supposedly less harmful, and even rehabilitative, institutions. The word 

incarceration disguises the fact that people are put in cages—they are imprisoned. Like Christie 

(2007) and other scholars, I seek to forgo euphemisms and attend to the meanings participants 

ascribe to their experiences, rather than reproducing language that sustains hegemonic carceral 

logics. Thus, from using an abolitionist approach, I centre agencies that are considered 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ as being potentially problematic instead of focussing on the harms 

done by the criminalized people subjected to these institutions.  

I root abolitionist reform and abolition geography in an anti-oppressive social justice 

ethic. The ontological assumptions are that both individual and collective systems of oppression 

exist and can be resisted (Brown & Strega, 2015). In this way, I assume the world can be 

examined through the experiences of those subjected to oppression at the hands of the carceral, 

 
59 The term ‘criminal’ is problematic in many ways, including how we decide who is a ‘criminal’, the consequences 

of labeling, and how to shed this label.  
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white-supremacist state.60 Indeed, Hulsman (1986) cautions against continuing the common 

catascopic criminological approach which is narrowly focussed on lawbreaking, while ignoring 

the social context in which acts are defined as ‘crimes’ and responded to through state 

punishment. Alternatively, I use an anascopic view by starting from the ground up, beginning 

with people subjected to and involved in the meting-out of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ to 

interrogate how these initiatives are experienced. 

4.2 Epistemology  

Epistemology is the theory of knowledge or the attempt at understanding how we know 

something (Fumerton, 2006). It guides what is deemed as knowledge and how it is generated. 

This study uses qualitative methods, privileging individuals’ narratives as a source of knowledge. 

Fortunately, qualitative research has been increasing in the field of criminology (Copes et al., 

2016), as it seeks to amplify marginalized voices that need to be heard to create rich theory, as 

well as inclusive public policy and culture (Einwohner, 2011; Kilty et al., 2014). Qualitative 

knowledge assumes people are the experts of their own lives, rather than assuming the experts 

are ‘professionals’ who are considered to be objective observers (INCITE! 2017; Tomczak, 

2017). Epistemic injustice occurs when social power imbalances distort how knowledge is 

shared, received, and valued (Felder, 2025; Fricker, 2007). In other words, the voices of 

criminalized people being ignored is a source of epistemic injustice. I seek epistemic justice by 

amplifying these voices and privileging them as a course of knowledge.  

In addition, abolitionist (and other critical) lenses privilege qualitative data over 

quantitative data, because these provide insights into unexplained experiences and statistics, and 

 
60 Although the ‘state’ cannot be rigidly defined as it is a historical phenomenon (Flohr & Harrison, 2016), I follow 

Jessop by describing the state as a defined territory with a relatively consistent population, that is governed by an 

ensemble of state apparatuses consisting of various actors and institutions, including non-profits.  
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it demarginalizes voices (see Kilty et al., 2014)61. In the context of the non-profit industrial 

complex, critics suggest that the real professionals are those with first-hand experience rather 

than lawyers, judges (Christie, 1977), or other state-imposed ‘experts’. Although social workers 

are not the experts of the wards’ lives (INCITE!, 2017; Tomczak, 2017), they are in a unique 

position—on the ‘front line’ where caring and carceral constraints and control can occur 

simultaneously—to offer knowledge from their vantage point. Therefore, I listened to the staff 

involved in the delivery of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ to hear their experiences and 

perspectives of care and control directed to the criminalized people with whom they work. I did 

not privilege the staff perspective over the criminalized perspective, but used staff perspectives 

to complement and add nuance to the wards’ perspectives. Indeed, as people’s perspectives are 

not removed from social context, even wards (and staff) often subscribe to carceral ideology, 

including the need for punishment, ‘fixing’ people, and the idea that they (and/or others) deserve 

to be caged. Consequently, some workers—motivated by the opportunity to engage in care work 

and resist carceral logics—may challenge carceral control and coercion more than the wards 

subjected to it. In this way, both wards and workers offer valuable perspectives to this study. 

Therefore, I ground my analysis in those who are often overlooked to define and describe control 

and care.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, I approach this project using an interpretive critical 

phenomenological approach that honours lived experiences (Smith et al., 2022). Phenomenology 

informed my methods through using open-ended questions and letting the participants describe 

what it feels like to experience care and/or coercion, and how it feels different than or similar to 

 
61 Demarginalizing voices refers to amplifying the first-person experiences of populations who have previously not 

been heard. This is important as it acknowledges power imbalances and seeks to equalize them.  
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imprisonment. Instead of employing the Husserlian practice of bracketing to suspend all 

assumptions (Husserl, 1983), I acknowledge that my abolitionist commitment shapes knowledge 

production as we co-create knowledge. To ensure rigour, I engaged in reflexive practices before, 

during, and after the interview process to examine how my experiences, views, and theoretical 

orientation influenced what I asked, how I interpreted what I heard, and my analysis. 

This research is informed by an anti-oppressive stance that is less about testing a 

preconceived hypothesis, and more about exploring what carceral power and care looks like to 

those subjected to it. An anti-oppressive (and phenomenological) stance rejects positivism and 

the idea that truth is objective (Brown & Strega, 2015). Instead, it values qualitative, subjective, 

and nuanced knowledges and truths. There are many truths and ways to gather knowledge being 

used to quantify human experience to better control populations (Darder, 2018), with the 

Western modality remaining dominant (Brown & Strega, 2015). Hegemonic Western 

methodologies are inherently gendered, racialized, heteronormative, colonial, and ableist (Brown 

& Strega, 2015; Darder, 2018) making counterhegemonic research a valuable emancipatory tool. 

I used an anti-oppressive model as a way of unlearning hegemonic ideology as these universal 

claims have inflicted profound harm on those excluded from dominant narratives (Samek & 

Shultz, 2017). In this bottom-up approach, the goal is to listen from a critical, anti-oppressive 

perspective to hear and amplify the voices of experts—those with lived experiences and those 

working in these agencies. 

Following an anti-oppressive approach, I acknowledge my social position as a white, 

middle-class, traditionally educated, settler. In conducting this research, I sought to leverage my 

privilege to amplify the voices of marginalized populations. As part of the preparatory phase, I 

solicited feedback from two interview participants—one worker and one ward—prior to data 
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collection. This collaborative input helped refine my interview questions, to more effectively 

capture the key experiences of both wards and workers (Brown & Strega, 2015). Although these 

informants did not change too many of my interview questions, they did propose two additional 

follow-up questions62 and offered valuable tips and frameworks for what to pay attention to 

during the interviews.63 After this project is complete, the final draft of my thesis along with a 

short, accessible summary will be emailed to participants. In addition, I will work with scholars 

and/or community organizers to best mobilize this work to improve the conditions of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ through staff training, pursuing policy changes, and/or other 

methods. The goal is to challenge hegemonic power by harnessing the words of wards and 

workers to then inform change. The research questions, goals, approach in the interviews, and 

policy implications of this research are all a part of the anti-oppressive movement. Starting from 

the beginning of this research, the project was rooted in my experiences seeing oppressive 

systems at work within the penal voluntary sector. Anti-oppressive work seeks to change the 

trajectory of reform from that which builds the system stronger to transformative structures that 

ensure equity (Chibaya, et al., 2025; Strier, 2007). Throughout the research process, the anti-

oppressive stance manifested in methodological decisions, such as gathering feedback on, and 

making edits to, the interview guide and a commitment to providing an accessible summary to 

participants after the dissertation is complete.  

 

  

 
62 Specifically, I added the following follow-up questions: (1) What do you feel the true goal of the agency is? and 

(2) How do you think you are viewed by clients? How do you want to be viewed?  
63 For example, they recommended I focus on whether the participant was more aligned with the agency or if they 

were more critical. If they were more critical, I could ask more challenging follow-up questions, such as about 

capitalism or anything else that emerged. In addition, they were weary of me sending transcripts back to participants 

as it may be overwhelming for some.  



 
 

101 

4.3 Methods 

As mentioned in my introduction, the goal of this research is to explore the experiences 

of those subject to ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. I researched this population because they are 

often hidden and silenced through hegemonic discourse and research methods (Darder, 2018). 

Thus, I listened to and analyzed interviews of those subjected to, and those who implement, these 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Specifically, I conducted interviews with wards and employees 

involved in these community-based programs between May 16th 2022 and April 24th 2023 to 

gain rich narratives concerning how they experience these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ versus 

other carceral structures (namely prison), including care and/or control. Semi-structured 

interviews have “remarkable potential” and are “sufficiently structured to address specific 

dimensions of your research question while also leaving space for study participants to offer new 

meanings to the topic of study” (Galletta & Cross, 2013, p. 2).  

Participants had several interview format options for accessibility and comfort: (1) to 

meet in person for a traditional interview; (2) to meet and discuss via Zoom; (3) to discuss on the 

phone; or (4) to respond to questions which were emailed to them in writing. The purpose of 

providing a written method is to include an option for participants who wanted to think over their 

answers and/or who were too busy to attend a scheduled interview. Out of all 30 interviews, one 

person met with me in person, which was the most in-depth and emotional interview. The 

participant freely cried sporadically and shared deeply and bravely. The vast majority (n=22) of 

participants chose to meet via Zoom. This is not surprising as data collection occurred 

throughout the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic when people were already comfortable 

with the Zoom platform, and it was more convenient to meet with those in different geographical 

regions. Other than one participant who turned their camera off due to internet instability, 
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everyone kept their camera on, although I explicitly stated that doing so was optional. This 

created a more personal and enjoyable interview experience.  

Although there are potential drawbacks to Zoom interviews, the potential benefits 

outweighed them. Technological issues are a documented pitfall (Anthony et al., 2025), 

however, I had only one connectivity issue which was remedied with the participant turning off 

their camera. Although digital exclusion (Tomás & Bidet, 2024) is a concern as some groups 

may be uncomfortable with, or lack access to, the necessary technology, online interviews were 

an accessible option for many and was one option among several others. Digital fraud (Chandler 

& Paolacci, 2017) was mitigated through screening participants before the interview process. 

Specifically, prior to scheduling an interview, participants identified the initiative with which 

they had experience. Although uncomfortable disclosure has been cited in some studies as a 

limitation of online interviews (Namey et al., 2022; Seitz, 2016), other studies found that some 

participants feel more comfortable interviewing in an online setting (see Jenner & Myers, 2017; 

Sipes et al., 2022; Weller, 2017), especially for those under the age of 40 (Anthony et al., 2025).  

In terms of benefits, online interviews reduce the location barrier—with people in further 

locations having access to participation (Jenner & Myers, 2017). Oates and colleagues (2022) 

found that people were more likely to participate in interviews requiring less cognitive load. 

Therefore, providing the many interview options provided an opportunity for those already at full 

capacity—potentially wards of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’—to comfortably participate. 

Considering all the potential drawbacks and benefits of online interviews, Zoom seemed to be a 

good option. 

Four participants chose to speak on the phone as they did not have reliable access to a 

computer. This option was beneficial as it provided accommodation for those who could not 
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meet via Zoom and did not want to or could not meet in person. Three people chose the written 

method. Although I did not ask for a reason, a few participants identified feeling like they were 

better at expressing themselves in writing. Benefits of the written method include the following: 

not being restrained by time, feeling more comfortable communicating about sensitive topics, 

and participants writing freely and interpreting the questions as they wish (Burtt, 2021).64   

Three participants did not attend our scheduled interview and thus never completed the 

interview, while two others did not attend our scheduled interview the first attempt, but 

completed the interview at a later time. Thirteen of the interviewees were staff, and seventeen 

were criminalized people. Although two staff had previously been criminalized, they chose to 

speak from the staff perspective as those experiences were more recent. When appropriate, I used 

responses from previous participants to inform questions to later participants.65 I also had many 

interview question prompts that I asked when appropriate. For example, when a participant 

brought up the concept of ‘control’,66 I asked further questions to explore examples and the 

potential possibilities and pitfalls associated with the policies and practices they referred to with 

respect to challenging carcerality. These follow-up questions engaged the phenomenological 

approach by deeply exploring phenomena as directed by participants. 

 

 

 
64 I discuss challenges of the written format below in section 4.4.2.  
65 This was especially helpful to challenge interview participants. For example, if a previous participant had 

described a halfway house as an extension of prison, I may have asked a future participant who was speaking 

positively of the halfway house how they would respond to someone who would call them a carceral extension. I 

only chose this route if I felt the participant would be open to this question and not become defensive.   
66 Not everyone used the words ‘control’ or ‘coercion’, but being subject to or exercising control and coercion was 

evident in the examples provided when asked “Describe your experience with police and/or imprisonment, and how 

it is similar or different to what you experience at [insert name of agency].” For example, they would discuss being 

required to do programming, having to follow strict rules, and indicated that they had to praise the carceral system to 

avoid being penalized.  
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4.3.1 My sample 

As noted above, my sample consisted of wards (n=17) and workers (n=13) of a wide 

array of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ based in Ontario, except for one participant in western 

Canada. Although participants told me what type of agency they have experience with, I did not 

ask the name of their agency or the specific region. This was intentional to ensure participants 

could choose how much they wanted to share. ‘Alternatives to imprisonment’ included treatment 

centres, parole, probation, halfway houses, a healing lodge, and a post-release reintegration 

program. The information I can share is included in the chart below, which shows the range of 

agency types.  

Table 2: The Breakdown of Agency Type 

Agency Type Wards Workers 

Bail 0 6 

Halfway House 10 6 

Healing Centre 1 0 

Parole  7 0 

Post-release reintegration program 0 2 

Probation 3 0 

Restorative Justice 0 1 

Treatment 5 0 

 

Many wards were involved in more than one agency, and one worker had worked at several 

different agencies. 

4.3.2 Recruitment 

  I started with my Plan A for recruitment, then proceeded with Plan B. Plan A consisted of 

reaching out to the executive directors of three non-profit organizations to ask for their 

participation in this research. If the executive director agreed to assist with recruitment,67 I gave 

 
67 Not every executive director agreed to assist with recruitment, and when they did agree it did not translate into 

many participants. This is further discussed in section 4.5 Unexpected Challenges.  
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them more information about my research and asked if they would be supportive of my study 

and assist with recruitment. After several months, I had completed a total of two interviews from 

this process. I then proceeded with Plan B.  

To gather more participants, Plan B included my doctoral supervisor (Dr. Justin Piché) 

posting a call for participants poster to his social media and myself reaching out for more 

participants. Dr. Justin Piché is a well-known carceral abolitionist scholar and community 

organizer in so-called Ottawa. Thus, his social media is well traveled by potential participants for 

this study. Dr. Piché posted the call for research participants to several social media platforms, 

namely Instagram, Twitter and Facebook68  with AltText69 for accessibility. From this social 

media recruitment, I completed 12 interviews. A researcher’s solidarity with social movements 

may shape knowledge production and complicate the boundary between advocacy and 

scholarship. This relationship creates the risk of appropriating participants’ stories under the 

guise of activism (Pittaway et al., 2010). I sought to mitigate this challenge by not sharing my 

involvement with community organizing unless it organically emerged. 

With some snowball effect, I completed another five interviews. Snowball sampling was 

appropriate for this study as it helps build trust (Atkinson & Flint, 2001) as the initial participant 

can determine if the researcher is trustworthy before referring another participant. Additionally, 

this method is useful in connecting with hard-to-reach participants. I suspect that using social 

media and snowball sampling led to speaking with participants with more critical views that 

otherwise would not have participated.70 Although snowball sampling does present a concern 

 
68 For Instagram: 87 likes – see https://www.instagram.com/p/CfrVGVKAHMC/; for Twitter: 14 retweets / 17 likes 

– see https://twitter.com/CPEPgroup/status/1544719698218127361; for Facebook: 9 shares / 5 likes – see 

https://www.facebook.com/CPEPgroup/photos/a.353260231453610/5383125835133666/ 
69 Specifically, beside the poster, all the information was provided in plain text for those with visual disabilities.  
70 Specifically, if Plan A was successful in recruiting all participants, I think participants would not have been as 

critical due to the agencies gatekeeping who participated as well as more critical participants not feeling comfortable 

participating in research that was supported by the initiative itself. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CfrVGVKAHMC/
https://twitter.com/CPEPgroup/status/1544719698218127361
https://www.facebook.com/CPEPgroup/photos/a.353260231453610/5383125835133666/
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with selection bias as participants are not randomly selected (Kaplan et al., 1987), I am 

prioritizing depth and nuance over generalizability. Therefore, this mixed recruitment was 

appropriate and avoided the potential for workers and agencies to control who could participate.     

In addition, I posted the recruitment poster on reddit—receiving no participants. I also 

posted it on my Facebook account and completed five additional interviews using this approach.  

Finally, I reached out to another non-profit organization directly, with two more participants 

accepting the invitation. To recruit the final four participants, I reached out to an acquaintance 

with community organizing experience, who was able to establish connections with a few more 

participants. Those additional participants, along with the snowball effect, allowed me to reach 

30 participants in total. At that point, I stopped actively recruiting and no potential participants 

reached out to me.  

Interviews are usually completed until saturation occurs, meaning no new themes emerge 

from data (Sandelowski, 1995). Guest and colleagues (2006) found saturation after 12 

interviews, after conducting a total of 60 interviews. As my research goals are focussed, but open 

to additional data, and my participants consist of diverse groups (across agencies and positions), 

I required a bigger sample than 12. Although there is no perfect calculation for saturation, I 

originally aimed for 30 interviews as, compared to other research, this was deemed enough to 

uncover “new and richly textured information” (Sandelowski, 1995, p. 183). Although I 

completed 30 interviews, I had reached saturation around interview 20. This amount provided 

me with enough data to provide rich narratives that answered my research questions. 

4.3.3 Data collection 

Potential participants received my letter of information (see Appendix A) to familiarize 

themselves with the project details before the interview. The interviews were scheduled at the 
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participants’ convenience as I provided my general availability and they chose a time within the 

next month or so. Although several participants were interested in doing face-to-face interviews, 

only one followed through with this format. I provided several location options to the in-person 

participant, including a nearby coffee shop, a park, or the University of Ottawa campus. I 

navigated confidentiality throughout the process; securing participants’ anonymity was important 

so their treatment within their respective initiatives was not impacted by their participation, 

positively or negatively. Several participants sought confirmation from me that their name and 

agency name would not be disclosed through my research. Due to the dynamic in which workers 

and the agencies can exert power over the wards, it was especially important to ensure that ward 

participation was voluntary and anonymous.  

The interviews lasted between 20 minutes and two hours, depending on how much the 

participant wanted to share. Most of them were around 40-60 minutes. My interview guide 

differed slightly between criminalized people and staff to reflect their vantage points (see 

Appendix B). If the participants went off topic from the interview guide, I would ask applicable 

follow-up questions to probe into what they had decided they wanted to share. This led to 

learning unexpected information. Generally, the participants seemed to feel safe sharing their 

opinions and experiences with me. Many thanked me and felt like this was a way to have their 

voices heard in a system which frequently oppresses and ignores them. I feel extremely grateful 

and blessed to have received so many insightful accounts from the participants.  

4.3.4 Data analysis 

I completed a thematic analysis, drawing out patterns from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I 

transcribed the interviews verbatim throughout the data collection phase, then coded them using 

NVivo. Prior to conducting the interviews, I established two of the categories based on existing 
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literature and my research questions (i.e. coercion/control and care/support. Transcription was an 

interpretive act, as described by Lapadat and Lindsay (1999), where meaning was created and 

initial interpretation began. After finishing 25 interviews and their transcriptions, I started some 

cursory semantic coding, staying close to participant words and meanings. I used the codes from 

the previous interview(s) to code the next interview. When I had new codes emerge from an 

interview, I went through previous interviews to use this new code. My coding was theory driven 

as I intentionally interrogated power, oppression, and abolitionist versus reformist sentiments. I 

then grouped the codes into themes by looking for what participants thought was important, what 

appeared frequently, and what was related to my research questions. I coded using descriptive 

and interpretive codes concurrently. This felt the most natural, using descriptive coding to group 

the beneficial and negative aspects of these initiatives as communicated by study participants, 

while interpretive codes captured links to larger structures such as capitalism, ableism, and 

reform. 

As Braun and Clarke (2006) describes, thematic mapping is not a linear process, 

involving codes being discarded, combined, or collapsed. Approaching this step, I read all codes 

in each theme to see where they best fit. Less relevant codes or codes with fewer data were 

discarded. The meaning of some codes changed—either expanding or being more narrowly 

defined, sometimes leading to regrouping or a collapse of codes. I followed Patton’s (1990) 

criteria of internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity in rereading all codes to ensure all 

codes reflected their theme and all themes were different.  

The codes were bundled into 22 themes, which were arranged into the categories 

care/support, coercion/control, and carceral extensions. As an abolitionist engaging in this 

research, I was reflective as to how I was coding and consciously sought to project participants 
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voices and present many of the quotes provided. I felt that including numerous quotes honoured 

the phenomenological, anti-oppressive, and abolitionist approaches. 

Table 3: Analytical Framework: Categories, Themes, and Subthemes from the Data 

Care and Support Coercion and Control Carceral extensions 

Being held 

accountable  

Better 

than 

nothing 

 

Living conditions Going against 

mandate 

Net-widening Reform 

-abolitionist 

-non-abolitionist 

Better than 

prison 

Forced 

help 

Institutional 

harms 

Lack of 

advocacy 

Similar to 

prisons 

-threats 

-punishment 

-institutionalized 

-conditions 

 

Stigma 

-barriers to 

reintegration 

-judgement from 

others 

 

Helps if you 

are ready  

Services Lack of privacy Lack of 

services 

 

Transcarceration  

Staff 

resistance 

Staff 

support 

Responsibilization Staff as 

unhelpful 

and/or 

unqualified 

 

  

  Systems of 

oppression 

-ableism 

-capitalism 

-racism 

-patriarchy 

 

   

 

  After rereading the transcripts, I felt this coding best reflected the data. Although I 

anticipated comparing the experiences and opinions between staff and criminalized people, as I 

thought there may be significant differences, I found that there was significant overlap in the 

insights shared by study participants from these two groups. 



 
 

110 

 As the above makes evident, this study satisfied Tracy’s (2010) eight criteria to determine 

quality, namely (1) worthy topic, (2) rich rigour, (3) sincerity, (4) credibility, (5) resonance, (6) 

significant contribution, (7) ethical, and (8) meaningful coherence. First, the topic is relevant, 

timely, and interesting and is certainly worthy of investigation. Rich rigour is demonstrated 

through the complex theoretical structure and the adequate collection of data. This research is 

sincere in that I have sought to be transparent as to the challenges and methods and I was self-

reflexive throughout the process. The thick and concrete descriptions and details ensure that this 

research is credible. Resonance means that “the research influences, affects, or moves particular 

readers or a variety of audiences through aesthetic, evocative representation, naturalistic 

generalization, transferable findings” (Tracy, 2010, p. 840). I hope these findings resonate with 

those in similar situations. This research made several significant contributions, such as 

criminalized people and staff of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ offering suggestions that can 

inform policy and mobilizing abolitionist reform as a theoretical framework. Ethics were a 

guiding principle of this research as I ensured anonymity of all participants and agencies and 

treated participants with respect. Finally, I achieved meaningful coherence through achieving 

what I sought to achieve, namely exploring the experiences of those subjected to and workers of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ and positioning them to inform my reform typology.  

4.4 Limitations, Delimitations, and Unexpected Challenges  

The goal of qualitative research, and this project, is not to generalize, but to provide in-

depth experiences of those in contact with so-called alternatives to imprisonment (Polit & Beck, 

2010). Since I collected data on a variety of agencies, I could not collect a large amount from 

each sub-group. Therefore, although my data provide rich insights and narratives, it is limited by 
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the diverse agencies that were represented and the unique people I interviewed, all under the 

‘alternative to imprisonment’ umbrella. 

Originally, I wanted to employ intersectionality to highlight the multiple systems of 

oppression that are addressed in carceral abolition. How one experiences ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’—including whether, and to what degree, they are experienced as coercive or 

caring—are arguably shaped by class, race, gender, sexuality, and other markers of difference. 

Both carceral abolition and abolition geography are often rooted in social justice, advanced by 

those with personal experience of oppression. Therefore, I expected various markers of 

difference to be expressed during the interviews. Indeed, two of my interview questions asked to 

every ward were, “How has your identity, such as race, gender, and/or class, impacted your 

journey leading up to being involved with [insert name of agency]?” and “How does your 

identity impact your treatment at [insert name of agency]?”. The equivalent question posed to 

workers was, “Do you feel as if particular identities, such as race, gender, and class have an 

impact on how people end up or are treated at [insert name of agency]?”. However, few 

participants mentioned much about race, gender, class, or other intersections of oppression 

having any influence on the experiences of criminalized folks. These responses were perhaps not 

surprising as it is difficult to see these macro systems of oppression at work on a smaller scale 

from which the participants were mainly speaking. Nevertheless, although it did not occur 

frequently, some relevant themes that emerged included ableism, and two instances of white 

interview participants identifying their white privilege. White privilege describes the unearned 

benefits that white people experience simply due to the colour of their skin (DiAngelo, 2018). 

Due to the lack of intersectional data, intersectionality could not be employed as I could not 

discuss in detail different intersections of oppression that influence one’s journey through, and 
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treatment at, an ‘alternative to imprisonment’. Thus, I had to pivot to focus more so on 

experiences within these spaces and how they align and/or misalign with prison. Thus, I 

employed abolition geography to focus on the many ways care and/or coercion were experienced 

within these spaces.  

Throughout my data collection and analysis, it was challenging to define the ‘alternative 

to imprisonment’ boundary. Before starting recruitment, I thought I had a clear definition of an 

‘alternative to imprisonment’; however, when potential participants inquired if they were 

eligible, I had to hone the concept as I went. For example, a treatment program in a detention 

centre and youth diversion programs were not included. Ultimately, for the purposes of this 

study, an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ is defined as an initiative, program and/or institution, 

other than prison, used after criminalization has occurred and in response to ‘crime’, which is 

labeled by the government as an ‘alternative to incarceration’. Examples include halfway houses, 

treatment facilities, healing lodges, post-incarceration reintegration programs, probation, and 

parole which are required or voluntary for an adult who would otherwise be subjected to firmer 

carceral measures (i.e. prison). There are other supposed ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, which I 

did not include as they are not described as ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ by the government 

(e.g. affordable housing and safe supply). 

Although not surprising, I had experienced resistance to my study from some agencies, 

which may be what Martel (2004) described as gatekeeping criminological knowledge 

production and circulation. The gatekeepers, in this case, were the executive directors of the 

agencies who never connected me directly with criminalized people, and only helped connect me 

with some staff or no one at all. Indeed, one agency claimed that for privacy reasons they would 



 
 

113 

not share my contact information with criminalized people.71 Thus, it felt like research that 

values the voices of criminalized people was being marginalized and dismissed. I originally 

wanted to interview five criminalized people and five workers from three different agencies, for 

a total of 30 interviews. However, as previously discussed, reaching out to three executive 

directives did not generate many participants often for reasons that were never communicated to 

me.  

As expected, workers were easier to get a hold of and always followed through with the 

interview. Criminalized folks, due to a variety of barriers, such as not having transportation, 

being restricted by a carceral schedule,72 difficulty remembering/keeping appointments, lack of 

technological assistance, and other challenges, had a much higher attrition rate. For example, I 

went to meet a criminalized person face-to-face, but they never showed up and, due to 

confidentiality reasons, I could not call them. Another criminalized person did not show up to 

four scheduled Zoom meetings. We then decided to go with the written format instead, but they 

never returned the document, and their email address is no longer in service. These barriers, 

often resulting from the consequences of their carceral journey, are frustrating73 as the 

criminalized voice is most knowledgeable and important in this study.  

For those who took part in the study, I got the impression that most (if not every) 

participant either did not mind the process or felt the interview was cathartic. Similar to Smiley 

(2023), I did hear after the fact from many participants that they had enjoyed the process and felt 

heard. Although this moderates the effects of the feeling of research as a form of theft, I still felt 

 
71 This reason did not seem legitimate as the poster with my information could be shared with criminalized people 

who could contact me directly, with no privacy being breached. However, I did accept their reason and moved on.  
72 Specifically, criminalized people within ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ often have constraints on their time such 

as having a curfew, being required to attend programming, having to report to their parole/probation officer, and 

experiencing an unexpected loss in privileges.  
73 It is important to note that my frustration is with the carceral structures which subjects people to these harmful 

environments, creating conditions that silence their voices.  
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this tension. First, it was challenging to decide the compensation to provide someone for not only 

their time, but their emotional energy and vulnerability. Participants were generally very open 

and honest about their life and experiences in prisons and in relation to their ‘alternative to 

imprisonment’, making me feel a duty to honour their stories and knowledge. The financial 

compensation seems incomparable to what the participants provided. After one interview, I felt 

as if wounds had been reopened with the participant, and simply walking away from the 

interview, sending $50 and a debriefing form felt very impersonal and not quite sufficient. This 

tension was felt occasionally, but mostly I felt that although the participants were doing me a 

favour, they also got something out of the interview.   

I anticipated more success with the written interview format. The goal was to 

accommodate people who were more comfortable writing than verbally communicating—

reasons for this may include social anxiety, strong writing skills, and having an unpredictable 

schedule, among others. Although five people initially said they wanted the written format, after 

a few reminders I only received two back. However, I am not discounting this option for future 

studies, as one of the two written interviews included very strong and deeply thought-out 

responses to the questions. It may have also provided an opportunity for those two people to 

participate who would not have otherwise. Along with these unexpected challenges, I also 

navigated several ethical considerations.  

4.5 Ethical Considerations  

In this section, I address the two main ethical concerns that I encountered: (1) using 

participants’ words, and (2) talking to vulnerable populations. I explore these ethical concerns 

and explain how I navigated them to best protect the participants.  
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Although people anticipated I may have had difficulty when I disagreed with 

participants’ opinions, this was not the case. Coming from an abolitionist perspective, I knew 

that many participants (both wards and workers) would subscribe to carceral ideology and see 

themselves, or those subjected to a community-based program, as deserving of the coercion 

exerted on them. This made me initially think that it may have been a challenge to remain 

focussed on each narrative and not project my own opinions in my words or actions during the 

course of the interviews. To mitigate this potential concern, I was reflexive as to my opinions 

and biases to better control my outward expression and focus completely on their narratives and 

ideas (Berger, 2015).  

I acknowledge that the interviewer is always part of the knowledge building process as 

“abduction is premised on the ontological assumption that social reality is constructed by the 

individual out of shared meanings, interpretations, and ‘mutual knowledge’, which provide the 

raw materials for the construction of a world view” (Blaikie, 2000, p. 115). Therefore, the 

interviewer’s presence is never totally neutral, always actively influencing knowledge 

production. Despite these concerns, I found it instinctive to encourage participants to continue to 

share their perspective even when I disagreed. I effectively refrained from expressing my own 

opinions when they differed from what the participant was suggesting and instead listened 

intently to all perspectives. Every participant was eager and shared their experiences and 

opinions with me in an in-depth manner.  

I chose not to share my abolitionist stance with the participants from the onset of my 

study, as I did not want to change participant perspectives to more closely align with mine and I 

wanted everyone to feel comfortable sharing. However, when participants shared similar views 

as mine, I shared a little bit about my own views and/or background to ensure they felt 
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comfortable sharing. As participants were speaking about approving of punishment and carceral 

control, I continued to ask questions about this and likely appeared as if I agreed with the content 

of what they were saying. I displayed understanding and empathy by nodding my head and 

showing some outward emotion on my face. In keeping with phenomenology, the goal of this 

approach was to ensure everyone felt safe sharing their experiences, regardless of their 

perspective. I acknowledge that this does include a bit of deception as the participants may not 

have known my position; however, I felt it was necessary to provide the most comfortable 

atmosphere for participants and receive the most authentic information.  

As I began the interview process, I kept in mind that a large portion of this population may well 

have experienced poverty, abuse, imprisonment, and inadequate care and support. As such, their 

complex experiences were part of the ethical considerations that I reflected upon and mitigated. 

Prior to this doctoral study, I had worked with a variety of marginalized populations already, 

such as those on parole/probation, those with severe mental illnesses and/or substance abuse 

struggles, and those with developmental delays, providing me with the empathy and 

understanding needed to approach marginalized populations with an open-mind and attitude to 

encourage healing rather than judgement. I think my previous experiences made it intuitive and 

easy to speak with a variety of people. This is especially important in anti-oppressive, 

abolitionist research as one of the main goals is to inform community organizing. As researchers, 

we are being gifted with expert knowledge and thus must provide something to the communities 

(Brown & Strega, 2015). I hope that by creating safe environments, people felt like they could 

freely share, learn, and could begin or continue to heal.  
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4.6 Conclusion 

This study is part of the larger social justice movement in the service of liberation. Over 

the centuries, this struggle has shifted to resist historical (e.g., slavery, segregation laws, 

residential schools) and contemporary (e.g., police violence against racialized populations, 

extractive capitalism, untold and distorted histories) manifestations of oppressive power that 

generate profound harm and inequalities across the world. Currently, these power inequalities are 

common, and even celebrated, within neoliberalism (Collins & Rothe, 2019). Thus, the 

ontological assumptions and epistemology reflect an anti-oppressive approach that seeks to 

identify and rectify (to the degree possible) power imbalances. Consequently, I engaged in a 

phenomenological approach that privileges criminalized voices and experiences of ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’.  I acknowledge that it is not possible to eliminate the power imbalance as 

being in an academic, non-criminalized position, I maintain(ed) more power than my participants 

throughout the research process.  
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Chapter 5: Benefits of ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’  

Although the term ‘care’ was seldomly used by wards and workers when reflecting upon 

their experiences with ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ during this study’s interviews, they did 

describe receiving or offering practical and emotional supports, which they deemed to be 

beneficial. Despite being rarely mentioned, it is important to discuss ‘care’ because the formal 

mission of the third sector has shifted from punishment to care (Helepololei, 2024). Relatedly, 

carceral claw back, a term coined by Carlen (2002, p. 116), describes “the power of the prison 

constantly to deconstruct and successfully reconstruct the ideological conditions for its own 

existence”. In other words, prisons—and, arguably other penal structures—adapt and evolve 

their roles and functions to maintain their relevance and societal support. In this context, re-entry 

programs are framed as vessels of rehabilitation—able to ‘fix’ people—and care—able to meet 

people’s needs—while still being tools of punishment and control (Carlen, 2002; Miller, 2014). 

This underscores the complex and often contradictory nature of criminal (in)justice reform 

efforts. As mentioned in the literature review, although seemingly benevolent, there is literature 

highlighting how care work in the context of punishment can cause harm (Helepololei, 2024) and 

in practice can be linked to exploitation under a capitalist regime (Nadasen, 2023). On the other 

hand, care work can also be a counter discourse that views everyone (‘innocent’ or not) as 

indispensable and as a way to look after each other outside of the penal system (Nadasen, 2023; 

Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018; Spade, 2020). I sought to embrace this tension, seeking to 

acknowledge the abolitionist care work that creates abolition geographies (Gilmore, 2022) that 

should not be ignored, while also viewing this work as part and parcel of carceral structures. This 

chapter follows McAleese’s (2019) suggestion that criminologists should explore the more 

supportive side of the penal voluntary sector.  
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Specifically, this chapter explores experiences and understandings of care, compassion, 

and support, highlighting the positive aspects of current ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ as noted 

by participants, with the goal of learning from these benefits. It is important to emphasize that 

most participants—both wards and workers—spoke in mostly negative terms about the 

community-based programs they were involved in, seeing them as similar to prisons. When 

asked about positive aspects of their experience within an ‘alternative to imprisonment’, many 

participants had to pause for a time to think of something relevant to say and/or only had minor 

points to add. Therefore, I do not wish to overemphasize the benefits of these alternatives, but 

seek to show the range of experiences for a nuanced understanding. Importantly, the goal of this 

chapter is not to explore the positive aspects to build on them within the current alternatives, but 

instead to learn how other programs, structures, and institutions could build on them. Following 

my abolitionist framework, although tweaks could be made in the meantime to decrease the 

harms and/or increase the benefits of these alternatives, ultimately the goal is to abolish all 

carceral institutions (Piché & Larsen, 2010). Therefore, conceptually, my study is attentive to 

both carceral and abolitionist care to examine which are occurring within these initiatives. As 

described in the literature review, carceral care is the provision of emotional and practical 

support while maintaining—rather than disrupting—carceral systems. In contrast, abolitionist 

care offers support at both individual and collective levels, while actively resisting the carceral 

systems that uphold power hierarchies and marginalization. This chapter sheds light on what type 

of care is being provided within these initiatives through exploring their benefits as described by 

wards and workers. 

In this chapter, I highlight the following care and support themes that were commonly 

discussed by participants: (1) staff having a caring disposition, (2) practical support to live in the 
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community, (3) therapeutic benefits, (4) having access to a safe space, and (5) having a free 

place to stay and save money after being released from prison with limited funds. I conclude this 

section with exploring the carceral conditions in which these programs operate. In this chapter 

and the following one, I draw from re-entry literature as many ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

operated as re-entry initiatives  and officially aim to bridge the gap between prison and 

community. Additionally, a number of re-entry studies include accounts from criminalized 

people and workers and thus allowed me to compare and contrast the experiences of the 

participants in this study with those outlined in previous research.   

Overall, it seemed like many (but certainly not all) workers I interviewed were motivated 

by the desire to provide care to criminalized people through the provision of practical and 

emotional supports as they leave the carceral system. Motivations for workers beginning this job 

ranged from either wanting to be a part of the abolitionist movement, working outside the 

carceral system to help with ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, and/or finding a job fitting their 

education, as illustrated by the following two participant quotes:  

So this was very much like a Oh, here’s this so-called feminist organization, who 

is, although exists in the now where we haven’t reached an abolitionist reality is 

looking and pushing supposedly to reach abolition, but it’s still willing to operate 

in the moment, to, from my perspective, take these individuals who are coming 

out of the carceral system and kind of take them as far from CSC as they can. 

(worker – halfway house) 

I have a law degree and a social work degree, and this [agency] kind of 

encompasses both degrees. So, I was kind of interested when I saw that position. 

Plus, there were not a lot of good jobs in [this city], but this sort of fit the bill. 

(worker – bail house)  

Maier (2020a) found similar results, indicating that her interviewees explained their motivation 

for working at a halfway house was to help and support criminalized people who had multiple 

barriers to re-entry. The participants in my study who were more motivated by the desire to 

advance social change seemed to provide more emotional and practical supports for the wards, 
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often outside of their job description or the rules. For example, a worker indicated that several 

colleagues sometimes had to bend rules to support people—specifically, instead of refusing 

access to people for ‘seeming intoxicated’, many workers allowed them to come in and take time 

to get sober. Similarly, Quirouette, (2022) found that within community services, although staff 

felt the tension between care and control, they were able to temper punitive elements to align 

more with their vision of care. Although workers in my study did not suggest that they were 

‘tempering punitive elements’, this did often seem to be the case, as illustrated by the example 

above.  

 Generally, beneficial programming was mentioned by a few participants; however, it is 

important to note that many participants thought the programming was unhelpful, repetitive, and 

inaccessible.74 One of the most discussed benefits was the practical supports, such as having a 

roof over one’s head and the ability to save money and have time to decompress in a relatively 

safe space. Although not experienced as part of every initiative, therapeutic and cultural 

sensitivity were present within drug treatment and the Indigenous healing lodge. Being able to 

reflect on one’s childhood and/or culture, as well as ancestry was invaluable for some wards who 

saw their participation as the beginning of a life-long journey of healing and growth. Although 

most participants’ overall impression of these programs was that of harm, everyone was able to 

express at least one aspect that was beneficial. 

5.1 Caring Disposition 

Informed by Tronto’s (1993) concept of care involving both a disposition and practical 

supports, this section explores the caring disposition of some staff within the ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’. Specifically, the caring disposition of some workers described by study 

 
74 These limitations are analyzed in greater detail in Chapter 6.  
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participants included listening to wards, being willing to resist or bend rules to meet wards’ 

needs, and spending time with them. These acts correspond to an ethic of care as they 

acknowledge the importance of caring relationships (Held, 2006; Tronto, 1993).  

As with any job, some staff focussed on meeting ‘client’ needs, while others were content 

to fall in line with agency rules and ideology. This idea was both explicitly stated to me by wards 

and staff, and was evident in how some workers seemed to care tremendously about wards while 

others spoke more about rules they must enforce. Most of the participants focussed on discussing 

staff that provided care and support throughout their journey. Although some staff were unsure 

about the benefits they brought to their ‘clients’, most of them spoke about at least one instance 

in which they assisted a ward in some way. That assistance was often listening to people vent 

and other times it included advocating for necessary change (although it did not always lead to 

said change). For example, the following staff member spoke about how sometimes the only 

thing, and best thing, one could do for a ‘client’ was to listen: 

The other thing is sometimes some clients just need somebody to talk with—to vent. Like 

I have this one client who weekly he loves to report and chat. And it makes him feel 

good. And it’s just somebody that cares; somebody that’s there to listen. And for him, 

that’s helping him through so that’s part of it. It doesn’t sound like much, but some 

clients, that’s what they need. (worker – bail house) 

Indeed, Bodie and colleagues (2023) discuss how the role of listening is important for 

community engagement, peacebuilding, restorative justice and conflict resolution in an 

increasingly divided world. In the ‘cold city’, described by Woolford and Hogeveen (2014) as a 

context where social obligations to care for others are diminished, the simple act of listening to 

people pushed to the margins becomes a powerful expression of care. Similar to listening, the 

following worker—like several others—tried to consistently put the ward first, which they 

suggested translates to the wards knowing that someone cares about them: 
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Yeah there’s, like I said, staff like myself that really genuinely care, and want to 

make a difference, and want like real solutions. And they have exposure to us, 

right. So, they know that there are people out there that are trying so hard, which 

is a big thing right, to know that people really do care and it’s not about power; 

it’s not about, you know, trying to get promoted, trying to become a manager, 

trying to become executive director, making a name for ourselves. It’s not like 

that at all. (worker – halfway house)  

Following an ethic of care framework in which caring relationships and providing care are 

centralized (Tronto, 1993), several workers focussed on the needs of others rather than on how 

they themselves could be benefitted, such as through a promotion or monetary gain. For 

example, the following halfway house staff member demonstrates how caring relationships are 

an important part of not only their job, but of being human: 

But I think the interactions and the relationships that I had with the clients were 

almost like sacred in a sense that, you know, I cared for them, and I still care for 

them so much… I think I had some really beautiful moments with them and some 

things that I like just will never forget, you know: dancing around with them 

outside; and playing games; and just like hanging out and laughing, we did a lot 

of laughing; but just things like that where there’s like a little bit of a glimpse of 

joy like for, you know, me but also for them and a little bit of security in the sense 

that like they just knew that people cared about them, and I think that that was 

like nice to see. (worker – halfway house)  

This sentiment was echoed in Martin’s (2021) ethnographic study on halfway houses, in which 

he describes volunteers and paid workers who show care to clients through offering emotional 

support, providing practical assistance, and advocating for their needs. Although the care from 

staff is often overlooked (Martin, 2021), many staff in his study, and in mine, displayed a caring 

disposition and ethic of care.  

 Although the above quotes are only from workers, criminalized people interviewed for 

this study also noticed how one or more staff members’ caring disposition was beneficial. For 

example, even within the structural confines of program rules, a ward of treatment described the 

staff in a positive light:  



 
 

124 

Yes, so I can say [the staff] were pretty much all female, and most of them are older 

like—sorry, but like grandma old. But they were just, they were so open and like just 

open arms that like it didn’t have, ya, there were rules and you had to respect them, but 

like it felt like sitting down for dinner with your grandma or having tea with your 

grandma. Like, it was just that kind of vibe I guess you could say.  

Although there were mixed reviews on how the wards perceive the staff, many of them said they 

had experienced at least one ‘good’ staff member who was supportive and cared about them. For 

example, a ward who was on parole, in treatment, and living at a halfway house described a 

caring worker in the following way: 

I was lucky because I had a very good counselor, whether it was his time 

management skills or whether it was for some other reason, he was very good at 

being available to his clients. But definitely I noticed that others weren’t so lucky. 

But in my experience, we were kept busy but not too busy. And yeah, I thought it 

was good and I thought the rules were fair.  

Through such testimonies, the participants in this study echoed findings in other re-entry and 

front-line community service literature that explores the tension between care and coercion (e.g. 

Martin, 2021; Quirouette, 2022).  

 Several other studies have found that workers view themselves as able to provide 

substantial care to criminalized people within these coercive structures as they are not penal 

agents (see Mackey, 2024; Maier, 2020a). In contrast, workers in my study generally identified 

their position as part of the carceral system, while wards did not generally articulate a connection 

between the carceral system and the workers, instead seeing many workers as coercive and 

others as caring. The tension between coercion and care is illustrated in the following quote:  

But being somewhat religious myself, it opened my eyes to they are doing it 

because they care. They’re not doing it because they’re holding me hostage […] It 

was a little bit controlling for the most part, but once you get the hang of it, it 

feels less as control and more of a schedule routine kind of thing. (ward – 

treatment centre)  
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Aside from listening and caring for wards, another beneficial quality of staff as articulated by 

wards was their flexibility to accommodate different needs, as exemplified by the following 

interviewee on parole: 

I don’t know like if this was a privilege by my whiteness, or by the fact that I was 

living with my parents, or what, but like I told my parole officer like inside and 

the one in the community, like, I know that it’s gonna be a difficult transition 

getting out so I’m gonna need a few months to adjust to the community. So, I 

won’t be able to work right away. And they were actually fine with that. Not 

going to school or work and just allowing me time ... cuz you have to do 

programs; you have to see your parole officer; you have to do all these other 

things, too. So, it makes working next to impossible anyways, but they allowed 

me that. So that was good.  

Although parole discretion can certainly lead to benefits for specific criminalized people, the 

underpinning is public safety and financial savings through using fewer resources (Burke, 2015). 

Since the purpose of discretion is not necessarily to benefit criminalized individuals, the use of 

discretion is applied unevenly across ‘race’, gender, and other markers of difference, 

exacerbating inequalities. This means that for criminalized people deemed ‘lower risk’ (such as 

the above participant), it may be beneficial to allow more liberties (Burke, 2015), but this 

ultimately leads to the ‘problem of innocence’ (Gilmore, 2022) in which white, low-risk people 

who align with the colonial, white supremacist, heteronormative, neurotypical system are seen as 

deserving of care, justifying the use of carceral controls for those not deemed ‘innocent’ (Ben-

Moshe, 2020; Gilmore, 2022). Indeed, the above participant is white and, although they did resist 

the system, they learned how to appear to abide by rules enough to not be further penalized. 

While the flexibility provided to this participant did benefit them, it draws attention to the strict 

and further marginalizing rules that are often maintained for others that do not benefit from white 

privilege.   
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Recently, policy makers, researchers and front-line agencies have experienced an 

increased enthusiasm for incorporating peer workers—people with lived experience believed to 

have the ability to build trust and hope—working informally with people pushed to the margins 

(Francia et al., 2023). The enthusiasm for peer workers was reflected in my study, although the 

idea of staff as peers only emerged in treatment facilities—likely because other facilities had few 

to no peer staff. The premise is that if staff were peers—as in they had lived experience—they 

could provide more intimate support as they know how it feels to experience similar situations.  

For example, the following participant felt more comfortable sharing with someone who had a 

related experience: 

They were supportive because the fact that they were also a recovering addict, 

you know? And I was able to unpack some of my trauma with them, and they, in 

turn, shared some of their trauma with me, and it was like it was just, that was a 

bit of a turning point, you know. (ward – treatment centre) 

Although few participants mentioned peer support, this could be an important area for future 

research as my limited data aligns with other studies that suggests peers can help build a safe 

environment (Francia et al., 2023). 

 Similar to the safety provided by peer supports, participants felt safer and more 

comfortable when speaking with Indigenous elders and when attending an Indigenous run 

culturally sensitive program. I was fortunate enough to speak to a participant of an Indigenous 

healing lodge, which was the only culturally sensitive alternative. Attending a healing lodge and 

speaking with elders in general was said to improve cultural connection and knowledge. The 

following participant expressed the difference between non-Indigenous and Indigenous staff, 

starting with their impression of non-Indigenous staff within prisons and beyond: 

I don’t want to sound rough or anything, you know, but in prison, it seems like 

everybody just had a job. You know, they had a job to do; they wanted to run this 

program; they had a parole officer, they need to do what the parole officer had to 

do—fill out the files and have the reports. Where we had prison guards which 
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have the routines and your security and their mandates and whatnot. And they're 

certainly not there to befriend you or build relationships with you as much as the 

parole officer might say that that’s what they’re doing… you could feel that 

they’re [just] doing their job. (ward – healing lodge) 

Other Indigenous participants shared similar reactions to Indigenous staff. These findings 

suggest that staff members who are more institutionalized (e.g. non-peers, non-Indigenous, etc.), 

may be less equipped to provide support to wards. The reasoning for this is that workers who are 

institutionalized and more privileged may be more likely to subscribe to the ideologies of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’, pathologizing people and thinking they need to be ‘fixed’.  This 

is not surprising as prisons and other carceral institutions are inseparable from colonialism, 

racism, and other oppressive structures (Davis, 2003; Monchalin, 2016). For example, policing 

in so-called Canada continues to protect white colonial interests through extractive capitalism 

that dishonours treaty agreements and derives wealth from land, while continuing to kill 

Indigenous and Black bodies (Maynard, 2017; Monchalin, 2016). By extension, front line 

support workers navigate a system that is deeply embedded within the reciprocal powers of white 

supremacy and settler colonialism (Kim et al., 2024), and those who fall outside of societal 

norms are often able to develop critical consciousness (Collins, 2000). The same participant, 

continued with describing their experience at the healing lodge: 

Whereas at the healing lodges or, you know, working with the elders and whatnot, 

you could feel that connection; you can feel, you know, that they’ve been through 

lived experience.… they have an understanding of who we are, and what we are, 

and why we’re the way we are. But most importantly was, was the work I did at 

the year and a half I did at [the healing lodge], every day I was immersed into my 

culture, I was, you know, immersed with fellow people that were on the journey 

to sign the contract that they were able to stay away from substance abuse and 

stay away from violence, and all these things. So certainly, a combination of my 

desire and everything else. But beyond, beyond anything else is the teachings that 

I’ve gained that I did not have in my life. Sadly, it took prison; sadly, it took a 

tragic event to get away from substance abuse that I lived through. It's about 25 

years, it’s about a lifetime of trauma. (ward – healing lodge) 



 
 

128 

The healing lodge was able to provide this Indigenous person with knowledge of not only 

themselves, but their culture along with the history and present moment of colonization. Within 

the ethics of care perspective, this is transformative as individuals can learn how to avoid 

contributing to the status quo (Parsons et al., 2021). The few people who had the opportunity to 

speak with elders all mentioned the immense benefits of connecting with someone with much 

knowledge and care. Although at first glance, it appears like healing lodges are only beneficial, it 

is important to examine this assumption further.  

 There is some debate as to whether ‘indigenizing’ prisons is a reformist reform used as a 

justification for carceral expansion (Piché et al., 2017) or if they are decolonial and honour 

Indigenous voices (Tetrault, 2022). Yet, while both should be considered, this debate pits the two 

positions against each other. The implementation of rehabilitative programs and Indigenization 

of prisons reflect rhetoric used to expand prisons (Piché et al., 2017). However, this does not 

mean that the abolitionist solution is to avoid all improvements and reductions of harm. Rather, 

as is argued in this study, the goal of examining the beneficial aspects of alternatives is to 

privilege the experts by hearing what is working within and beyond prisons, while avoiding the 

expansion of carceral spaces.  

 Both the structural argument against the indigenization of prisons and the inclination to 

make small steps towards decolonialization which necessarily privileges Indigenous voices are 

both important perspectives which I reconcile using my abolition reform typography. Indeed, 

both critiques are necessary when implementing imaginable reforms. This is to say that 

indigenizing prisons could be abolitionist, avoiding the expansion of oppressive colonial 

systems, if the following criteria were met: (1) Indigenous autonomy75 and voices are honoured, 

 
75 Indigenous autonomy in this case means not having CSC screen, hire, and pay the Elders, which occurs now 

(Tetrault, 2022).  
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(2) the indigenization does not justify the creation of new prisons or other carceral spaces, and 

(3) additional people are not brought into the penal system. Originally, Elders participated as 

volunteers, freely sharing their knowledge and culture on their own terms. Today, however, CSC 

determines who qualifies as an Elder, hiring and compensating them through a colonial 

framework (Tetrault, 2022). We know from other liberal reform efforts that well-intentioned 

reforms to improve the system can be co-opted by the current system (Cohen, 1985). Of course, 

if Indigenization leads to more prison builds and a stronger public support for human caging, 

then it is not abolitionist and does not support decolonisation. In addition, much like when drug 

courts were implemented and drug arrests increased (Lilley, 2017), the use of Indigenous 

programming has coincided with growing Indigenous imprisonment rates (OCI, 2021).    

 As exemplified in the above quotes, both wards and workers did have some good 

interactions in the context of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. There are some staff working in 

these agencies who were viewed as caring and wanting to make a positive difference in the lives 

of criminalized people. It is not surprising that the motivation for working in this field was to 

make a positive difference in peoples’ lives as the pay is often low and the job can be 

challenging. This commitment was clear as many staff spoke about applying for specific places 

due to their abolitionist, feminist mandate—thinking they would be a part of real change. The 

extent to which agency mandates lived up to expectations will be discussed in the next two 

chapters. For now, we continue to explore the care and support provided by the agency and staff.  

5.2 Practical Support to Live in the Community   

Like Tronto (1993) suggests, a caring disposition must be coupled with practical 

assistance. While participants generally expressed that these alternatives lack concrete supports, 

some did highlight positive elements, such as help accessing programs within or outside of the 
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initiative, connecting with external resources, and receiving assistance with gaining access to 

housing and employment. The following post-release reintegration program worker explained 

how the program they administer connects criminalized people to the community:  

In that first year [after release from prison] a lot of people don’t have the proper 

resources, like housing and employment, maybe even social skills, someone to 

hang out with, church community, and that micro community of five or six core 

members functioned as a… you might say like a bridge between, you know, the 

institutional environment and the community. (worker – post-release reintegration 

program) 

Maier (2021) suggests that re-entry is a piecemeal process characterized by both increased 

autonomy and mobility, while also being restricted by post-prison supervision. The above quote 

reflects how post-prison programs may increase some ward’s freedom as they are connected with 

community that can assist in long-term (re)integration. Similarly, some workers felt like they 

were offering valuable services to wards which otherwise they would not receive, as the court 

system does not offer any supports: 

I think our values—we look at the vulnerability and it’s like okay what can we do 

to help out that person. They’ll go above and beyond to ensure, like here it’s just 

me, but I know in [the city] at the main office they have employment service, they 

have education, like something if you want, all in one roof. And they have, people 

can go there to attend court, like virtual—[a staff member] was helping out with 

that. There’s a lot of support to help the clients to get on their feet. Yeah, as 

opposed to being like Good luck. Which is what I find the court system is a bit 

more like. (worker – bail house) 

Workers sometimes compared their services to prisons and courts, suggesting their agency 

offered practical supports that otherwise would not exist. Wards sometimes agreed with the idea 

that their alternative provided some support: 

The staff at the halfway house—they helped. Like anything you need, you know? 

Like you need to get your resume set up and things like that. They’ll help you 

because guys are getting out a lot of times after years and years inside, so things 

are strange. So, once you get out, these people are there to help. (ward – halfway 

house and parole) 
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More specifically, some staff were knowledgeable about community resources and connected 

wards with such outside agencies:  

They have a lot of knowledge about community programs that are available. So, 

for example, they were able to help me with a voucher for clothing when I wasn’t 

working yet. They were able to direct me toward Goodwill employment services 

for some resume preparation, so that was helpful. So yeah, they’re very 

knowledgeable when it comes to what’s out there in the community for us. (ward 

– halfway house, parole, and treatment centre) 

In this way, re-entry services could be seen as resource brokers. Comfort and colleagues (2015, 

p. 101) suggest that criminal (in)justice and welfare agencies are fragmented and are often 

punitive in ways that discourage marginalized people from seeking aid and do not provide 

“coordinated services to elevate their quality of life.”. Halushka (2020) suggests that this 

runaround between different services and agencies sets people up to be professionally poor, 

meaning that due to systemic barriers and obstacles, some people navigate social services as a 

full-time occupation. Extending outside of re-entry services, when interviewing housing 

reintegration workers in Canada, McAleese (2022) found that the workers experienced many 

policy and procedural barriers to assisting people in obtaining housing. Although I did find 

similar results, I also found that wards benefited from some programming within these agencies. 

 For a resident of a halfway house, the programs provided valuable support, but served 

only as the first step in a much longer journey of personal growth: 

So, I said this is the one time in my life that I need to be real. So go to those 

programs, and, you know, really listen to what they have to say. And that’s what I 

did. But, you know, that wasn’t sufficient, because I thought it was okay, you 

know, I mean hey I did anger management. Hey I did this parenting program. 

Hey, those programs are great, don’t get me wrong. You’re just scratching the 

surface here, you know, and then, and then I went from there.  

The above quote suggests that although some of the programs are helpful, additional resources 

may be needed on an on-going basis. The following ward of a drug treatment facility saw many 

practical supports to the program:  
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Once I went… it was actually even harder, because we’re looking at our demons. 

So there’s an intake process there. It takes about a month, month and a half, I 

think... up to eight weeks to get from the entrance side to the treatment side. So 

you have to fill out… you have to go through a few textbooks like therapy books, 

answer questions, write stuff. So it’s pretty intensive. And then once they see that 

you’re actually serious about treatment, you get to the treatment side and then you 

get all these benefits. So, we have a gym there you can go to every day. They’d 

have sports every day, if you wanted to play them; racquetball one day, volleyball 

the next day. They had an actual kitchen where they made food. So the food was 

better [than prison] but it still made me fat. […]. So on the treatment side, they set 

up an outline for you. There’s certain books you have to read; they have a big list 

of different therapy books, like cognitive behavioral therapy or anger 

management, like well the whole spectrum of mental health, pretty much, and 

they cater it to you. I did start reading a lot of Buddhism books in the library 

there. […] which helped a lot. […] So I had a Buddhism group I was part of, and 

[…] I wound up taking school; I did my grade 11 Advanced Math and English. 

So, I never finished high school so I kept myself busy doing that.  

Similarly, other specific programs were mentioned as useful. For example, the following ward’s 

parole officer encouraged them to attend some programs that they found were beneficial: 

But she got me to go through like the thinking things through program. There was 

that and then there was like an alcohol, like, almost like an AA class, kind of. 

That one was on like online, and then the Thinking Things Through is all in 

person. But they were all, they were okay. Like I enjoyed the programs more than 

anything else that I’ve really had to really do, right.  

Drawing from the above quotes, practical supports that people may need include access to 

education, recreational activities, opportunities to work on themselves through anger 

management and other programs, and books to read. The following worker also identified the 

need for health care, which was accessible through the halfway house:  

They did help a lot of people access like doctors and stuff like that when they got 

to the halfway house just because a lot of people in prison didn’t really have that 

kind of stuff. But once they came to the halfway house like they needed 

medications… maybe like for mental health or like physical pain, things like that. 

So that I saw a lot of. But there wasn’t really anything significantly positive that I 

saw.  

Although access to a family doctor should arguably be a human right, as of September 2023, 2.5 

million Ontarians did not have a family doctor—a 700,000 person increase from 2020 (Ontario 

College of Family Physicians, 2024). In this way, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ can help to 
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mitigate the harms of an inadequate social safety net. This idea is further discussed at the end of 

this chapter. 

  Some literature suggests that the re-entry programs intentionally maintain a lesser status 

for criminalized people through the strict and punitive conditions coupled with a lack of supports 

(see, for example, Halushka, 2020; McNeill, 2020; Phelps & Ruhland, 2022; Smiley, 2023). 

Similar to Smiley (2023), I suggest that these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ structurally sought 

to keep people in the system, rather than get them out as evidenced through the provision of 

emotional and practical assistance being at the workers’ discretion. In this way, re-entry jobs do 

not require workers to care for ‘clients’, but rather to enforce rules. Similarly, other studies found 

that staff struggled to provide care within punitive re-entry programs (for example, Maier, 

2020a; Quirouette, 2022); however, having a caring disposition without practical assistance does 

not equate to care (Tronto, 1993). All this is to say that from an agency level, care is not a 

priority and could be seen as accidental on the agency level. However, another caring aspect of 

some of these agencies were the therapeutic benefits experienced by wards, which are discussed 

in the following sub-section.  

5.3 Therapeutic Benefits  

 As rehabilitation is one of the stated goals of prisons and ‘alternatives to incarceration’ 

(see Public Safety, 2022), one could reasonably expect that these entities would offer therapy and 

programming. However, this is not typically the case. Although there was some programming in 

prisons, it was often deemed to be useless by wards. Indeed, prisons were described as wasted 

time, with one ward suggesting it would be better to take a pill to just skip that time imprisoned. 

Similarly, criminalized study participants described halfway houses and parole as also entailing 

very minimal or no programming or opportunities to assist with personal growth and/or practical 
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support. However, treatment facilities and culturally centred Indigenous healing lodges did offer 

criminalized people opportunities to ‘voluntarily’76 attend programs, which they noted did have 

some therapeutic benefits. Indeed, the benefits of attending an Indigenous lodge as someone who 

is Indigenous is impossible to quantify:  

In [a] Indigenous specific program, my toolbox really filled, really filled – things 

that I fully understand today, able to do to understand and communicate with 

others and myself, it’s that dialogue all the time. And was brought to me that I’m 

able to use, whether it’s in my own head and my heart, or whether it’s with people 

that I meet on the side of the street. Or whether it’s about speaking in interviews 

or interviews such as this. It’s given me a lot of opportunity, you know, but I had 

to, I had to have that really have that desire to, to learn and to accept that I got to 

go to a program five days a week, commit myself to signing a contract saying 

that, you know, that I was going to go to [the healing lodge] and not use drugs and 

I was gonna, you know, follow the program and, you know. Benefits indeed, you 

know, I hate prison, hate prison, I hate prison. But, but, I came out better because 

of prison. (ward – healing lodge)  

Although the above participant indicates they experienced positive change within prison, it 

seems like this was only the case due to prison giving them access to the healing lodge because, 

as previously mentioned, healing lodges are gate kept by the penal system (Monchalin, 2016; 

Tetrault, 2022). The combination of the healing lodge and the participant’s effort to engage in 

personal understanding and growth made a big difference in this person’s life. Treatment 

facilities also offered therapeutic benefits, as discussed below. 

 Addiction treatment facilities offered a safe space where those seeking treatment could 

reflect on themselves, their past, and have a safe place to grow. The general consensus among 

wards was that treatment was very structured, offered little down time, and demanded significant 

personal effort. One ward explains: 

Well treatment is more of like, it’s very structured living; you’re up super early; 

all your meals, you have to be sitting at the table at the right time; like it’s very 

 
76 Specifically, some participants suggested that attending treatment is not an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ as it was 

voluntary, and they chose to go to it. They then added that they went as it looked good on their release plan. 

Therefore, while they did not have to attend treatment, doing so increased their chances of being released earlier. 

The question remains as to whether, or to what degree, the programs are indeed voluntary.  
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strict, ya know what I mean? But it’s very—there’s a lot of work, you do a lot of 

work. There’s a lot of emotional work. You’re drained a lot if you’re doing the 

work then like it’s tiring. But it was really… it was a good experience though, ya 

know, because the thing is there’s so much you learn about yourself that you 

didn’t know, right? … Honestly, I feel like it helped me. I think I need some 

sobriety time under my belt. And it gave me a place to disconnect and reconnect 

with myself again. (ward – halfway house, parole, and treatment centre) 

A benefit of the treatment facility was the staff’s nonjudgemental attitude and dedication to the 

wards during extended hours of therapy. Indeed, studies have shown how therapy is helpful in 

reducing substance use (for example, McHugh et al., 2010; Ryan, 2013). In other words, the 

primary goal of the treatment facilities appears to be providing emotional supports and tools to 

their ‘clients’. This makes for an environment where wards can engage in healing with workers 

whom they trust. The shift in addressing substance use from a punitive to a medicalized lens has 

created the context in which substance use is both criminalized and requires therapy to “fix” the 

individual (Tiger, 2013). This “enlightened coercion” is justified in the pursuit of health for those 

impacted (Tiger, 2013). Yet, the following treatment ward articulated how they benefited from 

speaking about their past: 

So, just the intense program of really digging deep into why we do what we do, or 

what I did anyways. So, like, why I was a drug addict, or why I was incarcerated. 

They dug deeper to the root of it, not just like “oh, it was fun” you know what I 

mean? It’s different – I’ve never been to a rehab before but that just, it felt like, it 

felt more personal and it felt better as an addict that somebody’s not sitting there 

judging me on my past. So having them just be there for me and like not judging 

me, that was really big for me. It really helped my self-confidence that I never 

knew I had. It was really helpful – it was really helpful.  

The work that wards did on themselves was often extended into life after the treatment centre. 

For example, the following treatment ward learned how to control their anger: 

My anger control is massive now compared to what it used to be. It takes a lot to 

piss me off. And just not worth it, really.  

Although a main benefit of drug treatment is that it allowed wards to identify root causes within 

oneself, the bottom line—and the comparable benefit from other alternatives—is that everyone 
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needed a safe space free from judgement and excessive control, with enough autonomy and room 

for self reflection. When people did not have a supportive family, therapy was deemed to be 

particularly helpful according to the following treatment ward: 

Before I was incarcerated, I had a really, it wasn’t a strong family relationship. 

So, I didn’t really have any support when I was in. But at the rehab, we dealt with 

addictions counseling, but we also dealt with like I think it was called 

psychotherapy—so digging deeper into why I was into drugs and why I needed 

help and why I wanted to change and stuff like that. And for the most part it was 

just me there and the people running it. And it was different. It was just a family, 

very tight knit, group of people that actually showed interest and caring about my 

rehabilitation and I haven’t had that support, so having that support really did 

help. And by the end of it, it actually made me realize that some of the issues with 

my family relationships were my own fault, and they helped me build those back.  

As illustrated in the above quotes, treatment centres and healing lodges provided some solace in 

an otherwise cold environment. This was significant for some who wanted to avoid being in 

prison and instead had the motivation to learn and grow in these spaces. While rehabilitation 

often seeks to normalize individuals—often through coercive means—it can also reflect an ethic 

of care, empowering people to define their own paths of change with appropriate support 

services made available. However, as seen in the next chapter, if someone had a supportive 

family and/or friend group, they did not receive the same benefits from staff and controlling 

spaces.. For now, we will further explore how several participants described their agency as a 

safe space, at least to some degree. 

5.4 Having a Safe Space  

 The geographical setting in which one lives can influence one’s health, making space a 

social determinant of health (Bambra et al., 2010). Living conditions are an overlooked element 

of how we, as a society, provide support for marginalized people. Despite the study’s focus on  

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ and the absence of any interview questions about prisons, many 

participants felt compelled to share the harsh realities of their experiences within prisons. Thus, I 
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begin with prison conditions, then proceed with comparing them to how ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ did provide a comparatively safer space for some wards interviewed in this study.  

 Literature suggests that prison conditions are indicative of malaise (Drucker, 2011; Irwin 

& Owen, 2013), as these sites are characterized by pervasive violence, stigma, and emotional 

harm (Irwin & Owen, 2013). Participants explained that what occurred within these institutional 

settings was largely outside of their control, such as being forced to sleep in the shower with 

lights on overhead. The following participant, while in jail, helped new prisoners as much as they 

could, but sometimes had to inform them about their problematic sleeping conditions:  

Like those are the shitty times to know like you’re telling buddy that he’s sleeping 

in the showers tonight. Lights are going to be on all night, buddy. You can’t shut 

those off. (ward – parole and probation) 

Even if prisoners get to sleep in a bed, they are not necessarily able to get a good night’s sleep, as 

one ward recounts of their own experience with imprisonment: 

Of course, no one can sleep—they put a flashlight in your face every hour—every 

hour! Because the mandate is to make sure they have a pulse. After that it doesn’t 

matter. So, every hour the flashlight goes on in your face—or that big strobe light 

goes on; depending on which guard and what they feel like doing. So of course no 

one sleeps. Of course there’s massive anxiety, because you don’t know if you’re 

going to get beat up, shanked, starved, raped—like within it’s own culture. (ward 

– halfway house) 

Some wards I interviewed even reported prisons not being equipped for a Canadian winter, with 

one study participant noting:  

…during the month of.. it was January and February and December that they had 

no running water or no heat.  (ward – halfway house)  

As you can imagine, the lack of hygiene and sanitary conditions would be palpable as prisoners 

had to go without showers and heat during the cold winter months. Additionally, wards 

recounting their experience behind bars discussed how the diet was poor:  

What are we eating? Friggin like we call them like mystery cylinders. Like it’s 

like, is it chicken? Is it beef? Is it pork? I don’t know, it’s like all three, you know. 

(ward – parole and probation) 
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On a more structural level, the prison building itself is a biopolitical technology (Foucault, 

1977)—a way for the state to exert power over biological and social aspects of human life—that 

creates conditions conducive to negative prisoner-guard interactions (Beijersbergen et al, 2016). 

This is to say that prison guards are a part of the broader systems of surveillance and control that 

seek to produce “docile bodies” which conform to societal norms. Indeed, the following 

participant described the guards as aggressive:  

If you want a job to be a bully with no accountability, work inside a federal 

prison. […] So, the good ones evaporated. Even if they got in there, I think they 

got bullied to the point where they had to leave themselves or they felt like there’s 

nothing I can do to change this. (ward – halfway house) 

This is significant as interactions with guards are indicative of prison behaviour, such as suicide 

attempts and ‘misconduct’. Even before imprisonment, criminalized people are likely to come 

from socioeconomic conditions that were not conducive to health and healing. For example, 

living in poverty, un(der)-employment, trauma, abuse, and disenfranchisement often equate to 

poor living standards (Wilkinson & Marmot, 2003). 

 Compared to detrimental prison conditions, residential ‘alternatives to imprisonment’—

such as halfway houses and treatment facilities—were described by wards as a safe(r) space. 

Smiley (2023) found that the re-entry centre was a safe space for criminalized people in terms of 

having a place to share emotionally, to use the bathrooms alone, and to have air conditioning and 

some food to eat. Similarly, I found treatment and halfway house facilities to be a safe space for 

some in terms of offering each resident their own or a shared room with one other person and, 

from what was discussed by participants, some basic needs being met, such as shelter, running 

water, (limited) access to community, and some degree of control over one’s life. The following 

halfway house ward suggested it was a relatively safe place: 
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So, I would say it’s helped me in the sense it’s able to have somewhere to go 

that’s safe even though it’s in the really bad neighbourhood and you can’t go out 

at night-time.  

Staff also identified the benefit of a halfway house as being a relatively safe space to stay:  

Interviewer: That one client, you said she had personal growth, was that due in 

any part to [the halfway house] or was it something else? 

Interviewee: I think it was the fact that she had a safe space. I think that’s all it 

was. I think having 24-hour staff was probably very helpful for her and having a 

safe—truly safe—place to complete her house arrest was probably that point of 

personal growth, and I think that comes down to the staff and the quality of staff 

that do work there and how much those staff care. I think the organization itself 

like really didn’t do her any favors. (worker – halfway house) 

Indeed, many staff identified the agency itself as a barrier for wards to improve their lives, while 

many staff (but not all) worked outside their job description to provide support to counteract 

problematic policies. Therefore, the agencies’ provision of a safe space was only possible to this 

degree due to having many workers who resisted their penal duties, as discussed by the following 

halfway house worker: 

I think a lot of the women have been very traumatized by interactions with police 

and with authoritative figures. And so I think that it provides, it’s good in that it 

provides an environment where they don’t have to interact with those types of 

figures. And it’s an environment where we’re not peers, but we’re peers as 

women, right—like in a way, we’re people who identify as women, and so I think 

there’s a different type of relationship that forms versus like authoritative and like 

carceral figures like within the prison system. So, in that case I think it’s positive.  

 

This account is similar to ones examined by Maier (2020a) who found that halfway house 

workers see themselves as neutral observers and distinct from penal actors, such as parole 

officers. Within this intermediary position, the workers felt like they were able to provide care 

(Maier, 2020a).  

 Drawing from the participants’ experiences, I define a safe space as feeling physically, 

emotionally, and spiritually safe enough to express one’s emotions and needs without fear of 

judgement, shame, or punishment. It is important to note that not everyone experiences 
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‘alternatives to imprisonment’ in the form of residential facilities as a safe place compared to 

prison. Indeed, the following participant found prisons more useful than the halfway house: 

I was more free in prison. […] It wasn’t perfect in there, but at least, you know, I 

had my routine, and instead of the guards like, you know, being so involved [like 

at the halfway house] and like, What’s this? Where were you? Where are you at?, 

they kind of just let you be, right? And so I could go days and days without even 

speaking to a guard. And then, I don’t know, I had more freedom. So like, if one 

day I decided I just wanted to read books all day I would, and for the most part I 

did—I read like a book a day. And so completely laid back and, you know, no 

real supervision and I was doing stuff that was benefiting me, you know, like I 

was studying college textbooks or reading fantasy books. (ward – halfway house) 

Bucerius and colleagues (2021) found that many imprisoned women experienced the prison as a 

place of refuge, free from their poor living conditions outside of prison, such as living in poverty, 

with addiction or being in abusive relationships. In other words, prison was a relatively safe 

space for those who lacked access to basic necessities in the community. Despite the nuance in 

the above quote, where the participant generally found prison more useful than the ‘alternative to 

imprisonment’, most participants found that compared to prisons, the halfway house offered 

some degree of safety.  

 With this said, the perception of safe space is relative, meaning the halfway house may 

provide a safe space with relatively low levels of threat or may continue to be experienced as 

controlling and punitive in ways similar to imprisonment. While halfway houses may be safer 

than the alternatives (e.g. being in prison or unhoused), they may not be a safe space for some. 

Interestingly, Maier (2020a, p. 420) found that staff viewed halfway houses as “places of 

potential change and personal transformation” due to their rules supposedly shaping criminalized 

people into productive members of society. This “neoliberal paternalism”77 was only reflected by 

 
77 Building on Soss and Weaver (2017), Phelps and Ruhland (2021, p. 4) describe ‘neoliberal paternalism’ as the 

“governmentality project aimed at disciplining the poor to manage themselves and accept demeaning low-wage 

work. 
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a few participants in my study, with most workers (and wards) viewing the rules as harmful and 

not lending them to personal transformation. Although everyone needs a safe space to flourish, 

the criminalized participants expressed the need for a safe space to recover from their 

criminalization experiences. This is to say that the trauma and pain that participants incurred 

throughout the criminalization process and time in prisons likely created a much greater need for 

a safe space to heal. Shifting to more practical needs, some ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ were 

seen as useful in terms of providing an opportunity to save money and have shelter, which is the 

focus of the next section. 

5.5 A Free Place to Stay and Save Money  

 In cases where wards were living in halfway houses and saw their ‘alternative to 

imprisonment’ as an extension of the penal system, they nonetheless sometimes identified the 

benefit of having a place to stay rent free and save money while working before exiting state 

control. This benefit does not extend to parole and probation without community-based custody 

schemes as they do not offer financial and residential benefits and instead make it difficult to 

gain (meaningful) employment (Halushka, 2020; Phelps & Ruhland, 2022). If employment was 

obtained while subject to an ‘alternative to imprisonment’, this was a stated benefit, because 

outside of prison they must receive at least minimum wage. This is juxtaposed with working 

while imprisoned, where the top pay rate in federal penitentiaries of $6.90 was introduced in the 

1980s and remains in place today (House & Rashid, 2022). The most common wage in federal 

custody in 2015-2016 was $5.80 a day, and inmates are generally not paid at all in provincial and 

territorial jails and prisons (House & Rashid, 2022). Being paid insufficiently while in prisons is 

not only unethical, but does not prepare people to manage money effectively after release. 
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It is not a big stretch to suggest that not having control over one’s finances does not lend itself to 

effective money management as institutionalization strips individuals of their autonomy and 

previous self through control mechanisms leading to a loss of autonomy and dependence on the 

institution (Foucault, 1977; Goffman, 1961). Loss of autonomy may be a factor influencing the 

fact that prisoners often struggle with financial management (Glidden et al., 2020), including 

post-release (Western & Pettit, 2010). Compared to prison institutions, while subject to 

residential ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ criminalized people can earn more employable income, 

allowing for more financial autonomy. A halfway house ward explained this financial benefit: 

I am not paying rent, so I’m saving money… I have a place to go, because my 

family is not like, my family is basically passed away and I have a young 

daughter. Well, a 25-year-old, she is in her own place. So, this gives me a place to 

live and save money. But otherwise, that’s it. I don’t see any other benefit.  (ward 

– halfway house) 

Although the idea of saving money is echoed in other studies (e.g. Maier, 2018), only a few 

participants noted this benefit. For others, the wasted time was experienced negatively as they 

were removed from friends and/or family who could have supported them, emotionally and 

potentially financially. For people who had nowhere else to go, they could spend time in a 

halfway house or treatment facility, having shelter and food, as well as the possibility of saving 

money.  

 In Halfway House: Prisoner Reentry and the Shadow of Carceral Care, Martin (2021) 

found that similar sentiments were shared by the men in the halfway house. Halfway houses 

sometimes provide a safe place to stay and are potentially a place to save money. For people who 

have nowhere else to go (i.e. have no friends or relatives to live with), the benefits of not being 

unhoused cannot be overlooked. In my study, others living within a halfway house did not 

receive enough money to cover all expenses: 
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But if you get out [of prison] you get only $70 a week. How do you pay for your cell 

phone? How do you pay for food? (ward – halfway house).  

 

Covering necessities was difficult for many and can lead to a cycle of poverty. Due to the 

temporary nature of halfway house accommodation, criminalized people who do not have any 

friends or family to rely on, and do not have steady employment that offers a livable wage, may 

end up unhoused. Indeed, there is a revolving door between criminalization and homelessness, 

including in Ontario (The John Howard Society of Toronto, 2010), meaning that people get 

funneled from prisons to living unhoused, then back to prison, with this cycle being very difficult 

to end. This sequence has less to do with under-resourced people engaging in criminalized acts 

but is part and parcel of the neoliberal capital state (Halushka, 2020) characterized by cuts to the 

social safety net and more austere measures that effectively punish the poor and benefit the rich 

(Reiman & Leighton, 2023; Wacquant, 2010). This homelessness-criminalization cycle negates 

some of the benefits of people having temporary housing. In other words, although temporary 

housing is beneficial, long-term housing solutions are needed. Although all the above beneficial 

aspects of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are real advantages that offer some relief to people 

exiting prison, they cannot be removed from the penal structures to which they are connected.    

5.6 The Carceral Caveat 

Based on what was shared by participants, there are two caveats that must be mentioned 

when highlighting the care work that occurs as part of the offerings of ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’, which are as follows: (1) the care and support provided by staff have boundaries 

as they ultimately must follow rules imposed by the agency and the carceral system (e.g. CSC, 

parole board); and (2) the carceral system created the conditions which then require care and 

support for healing to occur. Thus, if carceral systems create harm that is then addressed 
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inadequately through ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, should we attribute the ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ benefits to the system that created the harm?    

As previously mentioned, care work can be both a part of the carceral and a tool for 

resistance and liberation (Nadasen, 2023). While participants recognized elements of care within 

their initiative, it may more accurately reflect carceral care than a true ethic of care. Although 

workers might be guided by relational values and a commitment to meet people’s needs, the 

context in which this care is delivered reveals a stronger alignment with carceral logic. As 

explored in Chapter 2, carceral care is a liberal spark which seeks to prevent or reduce carceral 

harm and violence without seeking to overhaul or critically examine this violence, instead 

seeking strictly to mitigate it (Hwang, 2019). 

Care work, when carried out within a social work lens, is structurally a part of the 

carceral—being linked to discipline and creating docile bodies that internalize the need to change 

themselves to fit into the ‘ideal’ productive citizen (Kim et al., 2024). Care, within these 

initiatives, was indeed conditional, meaning that it was intertwined with correction and 

discipline. The following criminalized person who went to a treatment facility felt a lot of care 

from the staff until they decided not to go to the transition home the staff recommended they 

attend:  

Like I didn’t want to necessarily want to go into the transitioning housing at first. 

And I waited, I tried to get my own apartment. I had the means to try to get my 

own apartment, but nobody would do it, nobody would give me a chance. And 

they were just… at the end, they kind of just showed their true colours, and if I 

didn’t listen to their advice, I guess, or their rules or their options for me, it was 

kinda like they were just gonna push me out the door and say goodbye. You know 

what I mean. Yeah, so it was hard to take. (ward – treatment centre) 

When wards did not abide by the rules—or even advice, as illustrated above—of the agency 

management and/or staff, the provision of care and support would cease. Staff withholding 

support when wards reject their narrative may reflect risk aversion. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
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the concept of risk impacts several aspects of parole. Consequently, it would not be surprising if 

treatment facility staff aimed to minimize risk by steering all residents toward transitional 

housing instead of assisting them in securing independent apartments. As a result, the benefits 

explored in this chapter are mitigated by the ephemeral, conditional, and forced nature of care 

work. Kim and colleagues (2024) advance the term ‘carceral social work’ as a way to understand 

the relationships between social work and carceral systems,78 and the presence of punitive logics 

which inform the former.  

Indeed, nearly everyone who spoke about the support and care within their respective 

‘alternative to imprisonment’ also wanted to be clear that it was still part of the carceral system. 

Care and support by staff are limited due to the funding and rules that need to be followed as 

illustrated by the following halfway house worker:  

And I think giving them some sort of unconditional care and love was the best I 

could do, unfortunately. And like it never felt like enough and never felt like I 

was doing anything good because even if they knew that I cared about them and 

that I would literally do anything for them like I would, and they knew that. At the 

end of the day, they still knew that they had to meet a certain standard in order for 

me to even give that care to them, because otherwise they’d be kicked out or 

they’d be incarcerated, or, you know, worse, to be honest.  

This worker’s account illustrates that even with abolitionist, feminist staff who were committed 

to providing the best care and support they could provide to criminalized people, they were 

always constrained by the rules resulting from the initiatives’ relationship with CSC. As 

mentioned in the literature review, INCITE! (2017) found similar results, indicating that those 

who become a non-profit and subsequently accept government funding had their goals shifted to 

those of the funder. This finding is significant as it indicates that even if staff are caring and 

provide as much support as possible, they must ultimately enforce detrimental rules: 

 
78 Specifically, they suggest that, like policing, social work has a white supremacist and coercive foundation (Kim et 

al., 2024).  
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It’s an extension of the prison, except these women often put their guard down 

thinking that we’re there to support them and help them and we’re not—we’re 

really there to enforce rules and policies; we’re there to, you know, report to your 

parole officer if you’re feeling, you know, suicidal or, you know, if you went out 

for a drink when you’re not supposed to be drinking. Like our job is to make sure 

that you go back to prison for these things. At the end of the day, there’s no 

tolerance, there’s no room for error. (worker – halfway house) 

Unless staff want to risk losing their employment, they must enforce or be seen to be enforcing 

carceral rules by their carceral state-sponsored employers and managers. This tension was 

difficult and frustrating to navigate for many staff who believed the control was punitive and 

served no benefit for criminalized people. Although I found many staff resisted enforcing rules, 

as discussed in the following chapter, Maier (2020a) found that halfway house staff regularly 

reported infractions to the authorities. 

 Further, the need for care and support often arises from carceral harms, including trauma, 

unemployment, food and housing insecurity, and the barriers to maintaining supportive 

relationships. Many of the benefits of being subject to an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ were due 

to the following three reasons: (1) they are ‘better than prison’, (2) they relieved some of the 

harms of prison, and (3) they relieved some of the harms stemming from an inadequate social 

safety net. In other words, so-called alternatives to imprisonment appear to alleviate some 

carceral harms. Although these alternatives did mitigate some of the harms of imprisonment, the 

existence of prisons and an inadequate social safety net remain unjustifiable from an abolitionist 

perspective. Nevertheless, many participants described their ‘alternative to imprisonment’ as 

“better than prison”:  

...but I can go catch a bus and stuff which is great—better than prison, as they keep 

telling me. (ward – halfway house and parole) 

People are set up for failure, and then the only alternative is prison. So, halfway 

houses need to be expanded and they’re absolutely necessary because they get 

people out. But halfway houses are bullshit and it still continued my trauma, even 

though like I said I was able to start some healing because of the staff. I should 
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never have been there and most people should never be there. We shouldn’t need 

halfway houses, we just need proper shelters and universal basic income, and then 

people will be fine. And we need rent to not be fucking three grand a month in 

Toronto for a two bedroom. […] yeah definitely halfway houses are so much 

better than jail. (ward – halfway house)  

It was interesting to hear so many critical thinkers discuss the numerous harms that occur within 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’, then hear them say it is better than prison, which assumes that 

imprisonment is necessary and inevitable. However, this is not surprising due to the lack of 

societal imagination regarding other possible alternatives to prison or alternative ways of 

addressing conflict (Davis, 2003), as evident by the following halfway house resident’s response: 

Interviewer: Do you think the halfway house is a good alternative to 

incarceration? 

Interviewee: Yeah, as an alternative, sure. Yep, I do think so. I mean, it’s yup, I 

do think it is. I mean, I don’t know what the other option would be really. I do 

think that people need support.  

As demonstrated in many of the above quotes, participants did not necessarily indicate that the 

alternative was good or beneficial; however, it was experienced as perpetuating less harm and/or 

providing more support than prison considering the absence of alternative options. Although 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ were described as ‘better than prison’ for most participants, this is 

merely the starting point and cannot be interpreted as full-throated support for these agencies. 

Outside of this way of thinking, other scholars and activists discuss the failures of current so-

called alternatives to imprisonment and invite us to be more creative in imagining truly 

transformative solutions (see, for example, Jones, 2022; Schenwar & Law, 2020). Similarly, 

upon hearing some criminalized men staying at a halfway house say that prison saved their life, 

Martin (2021) concluded that their stories were less about the benefits of prisons, and more about 

the lack of supports and resources within the community. 

 Second, these alternatives merely addressed and/or rectified some of the harms created 

and perpetuated by the penal system. As previously discussed, these alternatives were described 
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as a safe space for some people as it avoided constant contact with penal agents. However, 

carcerality is a continuum (Foucault, 1977; Moran et al., 2018), and thus, if something is more 

on the periphery of the carceral, it still retains damaging elements of carceral control. This 

concern highlights the reform and abolitionist tension. Specifically, reform leads to elements 

potentially being less harmful without challenging the carceral in general, while abolition 

acknowledges that non-abolitionist reforms end up reifying the carceral structure and build it 

stronger (Mathiesen, 2015). This means that carceral institutions and agencies must be made 

obsolete with new institutions and programs emerging to ensure equality for all (Davis, 2003).  

Some participants described physically harmful conditions within prisons, like the following 

ward of treatment:  

I was put into protective custody in which I was assaulted. Two of us were 

assaulted at the same time. And the guards didn’t do shit until I was pounding on 

the window. So, not very thrilled with that. They brought me to the hospital in a 

like cop or prison transport instead of an ambulance. My orbital bone here was 

shattered.  

Although no one explicitly discussed healing from their prison experiences, when they spoke 

about the harms of imprisonment, they referred to how the alternative did help them in some 

regard. Due to the above man being assaulted and experiencing post-traumatic stress injury 

(PTSI) from that situation, the treatment facility taught him strategies for healing and calmness:  

And then I’ve noticed since I’ve been out like the way I deal with things has much 

improved. Just the constant hammering of the same things over and over, because 

I’ve noticed that most mental health issues, and groups all regurgitate the same 

shit just slightly differently. So, they all get into mindfulness nowadays, which is 

a Buddhist concept. And, you know, it’s the way your body reacts, the 

physiological responses—ways to counter that—like just as easy as opening your 

palms can calm you down, right, because it’s a natural ... there’s something about 

it it’s like, it’s a natural way to calm your body down. (ward – treatment centre) 

 This is an example of the ‘alternative to imprisonment’ being a place that alleviates a harm 

caused by imprisonment. However, if the penal system causes the harms, can they then be 
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credited for relieving some of those same harms? People entering the penal system are ripped 

away from their family, friends, communities, supports, and resources. They spend time in a 

cage, which most participants described as, at best, wasted time or, at worst, extremely harmful 

time, especially for women:  

[Women in prisons are] all pharmacists now. They’re like this one and this one—

if you mix this one and this one it just gets you sleeping. It’s 100% a coping 

mechanism. But what do you do when you get out, because that pharmaceutical 

contract isn’t there to kiss your ass once you’re out. Like how many women I’ve 

seen now come into the halfway house and they’re detoxing. They’re coming out 

of prison after years and they have the shakes. They can barely move; they have 

the sweats. Why are you drying out outside of prison. You can get anything you 

want in there thanks to the male guards. (ward – halfway house) 

The above quote illustrates how drug use is used within prisons to cope with the pains of 

imprisonment. While the above quote highlights the use of prescribed drugs as a coping 

mechanism in women’s prison, Smiley (2023) found similar results in male prisons, as told by 

formerly imprisoned men. Upon release, can re-entry programs then be credited with addressing 

substance abuse? These terrible prison conditions create harm, both physical and psychological. 

Then, instead of releasing people to the community and/or providing proper supports to heal 

from the prison experience (or providing supports instead of prison), criminalized people are told 

they are lucky to be a part of an ‘alternative to imprisonment’. The following participant was 

having strong suicidal thoughts, meanwhile they were told by others that they were being 

unappreciative of their opportunity to be out of prison and in a halfway house: 

I was standing in front of the sky train just getting the balls up to try and fucking 

tip myself in. It was that, it’s that hard, you know, I haven’t felt like that in a 

while, but the point is like it’s just so close. It was so close; it was touch and go 

right, for a long time. Yeah, and so those are the things that like people don’t see. 

And like [people ask me] Oh, why are you so unhappy? You’re so ungrateful like, 

you know. (ward – halfway house)  

The above quote reflects a commonly held belief that ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are ‘better 

than prison’, and therefore, wards should be grateful for the opportunity. Of course, this 
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perspective completely ignores all the harmful aspects of these agencies, which will be discussed 

in the next chapter.   

 Third, the ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ responded to harms rooted in the broader lack   

of a social safety net in general. As discussed in this chapter, criminalized people had a roof over 

their head, sometimes the ability to save money and gain employment, and sometimes could 

speak with caring staff. Even before one is brought into the penal system, people who are less 

desirable may live in conditions that barely allow survival, let alone flourishment (Gilmore, 

2022).  

 Neoliberalism and capitalism are impediments to a robust social support net that values 

people over capital (Nadasen, 2023). Compounding the need for maximized profit, Western 

society is designed to oppress and exploit racialized and other marginalized populations 

(Gilmore, 2022; Jones, 2022; Smiley, 2023), benefiting those with more power and who are 

desirable (i.e. contributing to capitalism, white, able-bodied, etc). Therefore, ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ can be considered beneficial to the extent that they offer limited relief from the 

societal inequalities that contribute to the disproportionate criminalization of certain groups. 

Societal structure is the first cause of harm, relegating people to unsafe living conditions. The 

inadequate welfare state is the second failure and cause of harm, having limited resources that 

are given to the ‘deserving’ poor (Wacquant, 2009). At the time of writing this dissertation, a 

single adult with no children could receive $733 a month from Ontario Works, a program meant 

to pay for basic needs and shelter while someone is unable to hold employment (Ontario, 2023). 

For comparison, the average cost of living in Ontario in 2023 was $2,234 per month (Kashyap, 

2023). Thus, the features of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that are deemed to be beneficial are 

perceived as such amid the failures of societal structure, the social safety net, and prisons. All 
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this is to say that ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are implemented way downstream (Cohen, 

1985),79 instead of examining and remedying root causes of harm upstream. Chapter 8 highlights 

what participants suggest could be done instead of these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. 

5.7 Conclusion  

The term ‘rehabilitation’ was rarely used even though it is a goal cited by the penal 

system (Mathiesen, 2006; Public Safety, 2022). Instead, wards and workers spoke about 

emotional and practical support from the staff and from some initiatives. These benefits should 

not be overlooked as they sometimes provide relief from the harmful effects of the penal system 

and society more broadly. Instead of discussing recidivism rates (Public Safety, 2022), the 

participants spoke about personal growth and practical supports such as gaining access to 

employment and safe housing. Following Tronto’s (1993) suggestion that care requires both 

disposition and action, it was evident that staff sometimes provided both emotional and practical 

support. Although staff did provide emotional support—even staff listening made a big impact 

on one’s life—there were limits to what could be provided as the alternatives are funded by 

provincial and federal governments, and thus must enforce some control (e.g. breaching for rule 

violations). In addition, as seen by the comments of some staff, other staff had bought into the 

rhetoric that those who had been criminalized should be subjected to the carceral controls. When 

some people did make it through their time within their respective initiative and grew during 

those periods, they often credited it to their own resilience rather than the initiative itself. This 

realization was reflected by a treatment ward:  

I mean, I was lucky that drug treatment court worked for me, to one degree or 

another, but I was lucky despite it, not because of it.  

 
79 Cohen (1985) explains Saul Alinsky’s parable in which villagers are rescuing people who have fallen into the 

river. One villager decides to walk upstream to find the source of the problem, rather than continuing to address the 

symptoms downstream.  
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 Concluding from the above quotes, and the interviews as a whole, ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ provided minimal care within an otherwise carceral environment. In fact, 

generally staff had to break rules to provide care to wards. The agencies’ main goal (with 

perhaps the exception of healing lodges based on the limited interviews I was able to conduct on 

this approach) does not appear to be the provision of care and support to criminalized people. 

Rather than the entities who run the ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ insisting on care, workers had 

to insist on providing it, sometimes having to go outside their job description while resisting 

agency rules (e.g. bag searches, breaching, etc.). The next chapter explores the many controlling 

and coercive elements of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Despite these, the benefits of the agency 

should not be discarded and should instead be used to inform other ways of addressing 

community and individual harm. As I further discuss in Chapter 7, in the interim, current 

conditions within ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ can be improved without expanding the carceral 

system, as we refuse to abandon those currently subjected to carceral harms (Morris, 2023).   
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Chapter 6: Coercion and Control  

 While every participant interviewed for this study reported that support and/or care was, 

to some degree, offered in the context of the ‘alternative to imprisonment’ they were involved in 

either as a ward or staff member, they placed greater emphasis on the use of coercion and/or 

control within these contexts. This finding is not surprising as it aligns with the research of Maier 

(2018, 2020a) and Martin (2021) on the dynamics at work in halfway houses, Smiley’s (2023) 

study on a re-entry centre, and McAleese’s (2022) findings that the penal voluntary sector can 

reinforce barriers to employment and housing. All four of those scholars highlight both the 

benefits and pitfalls of re-entry programs, but ultimately conclude that they operate as carceral 

extensions in the community. Given participants’ emphasis on coercion and control, I have 

drawn on various re-entry literature to clarify these terms. Whereas carceral coercion refers to 

the use of threats and consequences (e.g. revocation of conditional release from custody) if 

people do not comply with rules (Vander Ven & Colvin, 2012), carceral control consists of 

mechanisms and strategies used to monitor, manage, and adjust people’s behaviour, such as 

dynamic and static surveillance.80 These mechanisms of control seek to internalize discipline to 

impose self-regulation (Foucault, 1977). Although re-entry programs are commonly thought of 

as benevolent, they are backed by the constant threat of returning to prison (Carlen, 2002).  

Although every participant mentioned some degree of carceral control at work within 

their respective ‘alternative to imprisonment’, a few differentiated this experience from that of 

being in prison. For example, the following person who attended a treatment facility explained 

this difference:  

 
80 Dynamic surveillance includes the ongoing monitoring of residents through regular check-ins, drug tests, and staff 

keeping track of residents’ locations (United Nations Officer on Drugs and Crime, 2015). Static surveillance 

involves the unchanging more passive forms of monitoring, such as security cameras, alarm systems, and locks 

(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015).  
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I was in unit 4 [of the treatment centre], and there were 5 units. You’re allowed to 

leave the unit; you’re not stuck there. You sign out and you can go to the library; 

you sign out and you go. You’re not in cuffs; you’re not escorted by a guard, you 

just go. They give you a lot of privileges too. So yeah, I’d say it’s just really night 

and day. (ward – treatment centre) 

These nuances are important, as it makes clear that even though these alternatives are reformist-

reforms in so far as they maintain—and even strengthen—carceral control, they are not always 

experienced as detrimental, despite the above narrative sounding like an account of being behind 

bars. If someone sees the program as helpful and if they subscribe to the idea that they need to 

change, the facility will likely be more helpful for that person. For example, the participant 

quoted above believed they needed support from the treatment centre, which contributed to their 

success. There has been a lot of research as to the multiple and conflicting identities that 

criminalized people negotiate upon release (see Leverentz, 2014; Warr, 2020). This is to say that 

to be seen as ‘successful’, criminalized people being transferred between different institutions 

involved in the penal process, such as police, prisons, halfway houses, treatment centres, and 

parole, must have what Warr (2020) calls narrative dexterity. Narrative dexterity is used to 

describe how criminalized people must learn to redefine themselves as they shift between 

different organizations all with different discourses and ways of viewing criminalized behaviour.  

Indeed, when individuals come to perceive themselves through the same conceptual 

framework as the institutional structure to which they are subject, they are better positioned to 

internalize its objectives and experience its intended benefits. 

I finally realized that functioning in [a] halfway house for me, it’s a good 

alternative. At the beginning I didn’t want to go, I was totally against it. Now, the 

last time I went in, it did really help. […] I wasn’t going against the system; I was 

going with the system. So, it helped me. 

 

Alternatively, if someone resists the system, they have a more difficult time, such as being 

returned to custody. When someone is critical of the system and identify it as unhelpful, their 
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experience is worse for two reasons. First, anger builds when one sees the injustices all around, 

and secondly, the staff treat resistant individuals differently. In other words, if you want to have 

a good experience in a dehumanizing and abusive environment, you are required to internalize 

the official narrative, while following staff and institutional rules without any (obvious) 

resistance.  

 Individuals who have narrative dexterity can better cope with the different goals and 

tactics of each agency (Warr, 2020). Understood differently, Smiley (2023) describes how 

“doing re-entry” requires the ritual of completing programs and following rules. If wards are 

doing re-entry as required, then they receive greater care and support from staff meaning that this 

support is conditional on the emotions and attitudes of the ward. Fayter and Kilty (2024) suggest 

that expressing authentic emotions within prisons is a ‘precarious exercise’ (p. 34) because 

expressing certain emotions may present as a risk that justifies ‘correctional’ intervention. 

Similarly, Jewkes and Laws (2021) found that in prison, women felt like they had to express 

certain emotions within programs to show their willingness to participate and be vulnerable, yet 

had to hide other emotions, such as anger or frustration as these emotions would be subjected to 

psychological scrutiny. The current project mirrors these results by suggesting that emotion 

management extends beyond prison walls into ‘alternatives to imprisonment’.    

 Despite some people being able to survive through prison and even benefitting from their 

‘alternative to imprisonment’, the overall sentiment indicates that these community-based 

initiatives had a significant amount of carceral control and punitive consequences that were 

similar to, and are extensions of, the prison system. This chapter explores wards’ and workers’ 

perceptions of control and coercion within their respective ‘alternative to imprisonment’. 

Specifically, I delve into the following themes: (1) staff being undertrained; (2) staff being 
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controlling/coercive; (3) the punitive pull of the agencies; (4) the impact of being removed from 

relatives, friends, and community supports despite living in community; (5) living conditions 

being controlling and detrimental; (6) the constant presence of rules and carceral care; (7) 

neoliberalism being evident within ‘alternatives to imprisonment’; and (8) the pacification of 

resistance. As wards in particular express, these aspects of the alternatives to which they were 

subject are similar to and sometimes worse than imprisonment. Even if they are ‘better than 

prison’, that is an insufficient measure of success.                               

 At a structural level, the findings presented in this chapter suggest that the entities that 

run most of the available ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ perpetuate carceral control and harm. To 

be clear, this is not a critique against workers as individuals, but of the structural rules and 

conditions that ensure coercion and control are present despite some of their best efforts. In many 

cases, staff who resist enforcing carceral rules as much as possible get fired and/or quit, placing 

the responsibility to have useful ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ at the agency and governmental 

level. Having said this, the next section explores how control and harm were performed by staff, 

whether they agreed with it or not.                 

6.1 Staff as Undertrained 

The staff have control over wards’ wellbeing, meaning they have a significant impact on 

the lives of criminalized people. Although some staff attempted to provide care to criminalized 

people, there were limits to this care, while other staff accepted carceral controls as being 

necessary to their work. This section explores how staff were described as ill-equipped to work 

with criminalized people who have experienced a lot of trauma and how the former enforced 

coercive rules, whether they agreed with them or not. It is significant to mention that both staff 
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and wards expressed many concerns about staff, while many workers were able to recognize that 

they themselves were causing harm, despite their best efforts and intentions to support wards. 

Mentioned frequently was the lack of staff training. Staff had often recently completed or 

were still completing, a college or university degree, which may or may not have been relevant 

to the work they were doing. In addition, they often had little to no training on trauma, 

criminalization, poverty, or other related experiences. For instance, one ward on parole residing 

in a halfway house noted: 

They have been, they’ve really tried to be, in their own way, a stupid way, 

understanding about that, a couple of them. But they just have no education on 

what people are going through... They know that okay you have to do this, this, 

this, and this. They know that, but they don’t have any education towards any sort 

of mental illness, behaviours, or emotionality issues regarding institutionalization, 

stressors, different stressors, you know?  

Even staff members mentioned that they themselves did not have enough training with people 

who were criminalized. The following halfway house worker acknowledged that they were not 

better equipped to support wards than the residents’ friends or family:  

…something that I have challenge with is that I don’t feel like there’s proper and 

adequate training in preparation for the role that residential supporters support 

workers do play in the lives of these women. And for me it’s really problematic, 

because I want to say in answering that question, I want to say I’m well-trained in 

this and this and that… and that’s a big difference that would be compared to 

seeking like peer support, or friends, or support from like a friend or family. But I 

don’t feel like there’s adequate preparation in this role. 

 

Specifically in the context of halfway houses, many workers mentioned not receiving basic 

training on aspects of their jobs, such as the intake process and case management more broadly. 

Even basic training like CPR, first aid, and how to use Narcan was not sufficiently provided, as 

stated by a different halfway house worker:  

I was there for a year. In my last month I received nonviolent crisis intervention 

training – my last month, I think. I never received CPR, I never received first aid; 

I did those on my own. But like most staff there don’t actively have CPR or 

Narcan training, and I have it from previous experience as well. But Narcan 
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training was literally my manager going oh yeah, so this is Narcan, and you just 

plug it in and put it in like that’s really all. It was not formally… we’re not 

formally trained on anything.  

The absence of staff training not only shows disrespect for staff, but more importantly disrespect 

for the people who are supposedly being cared for by these workers. The lack of training, along 

with the lack of experience staff had with addiction, abusive relationships and other traumatic 

experiences, sometimes led to criminalized people not feeling like staff understood them or 

should be in positions of authority with power over their lives. Thus, due to the lack of staff 

knowledge and training, some wards found staff to be more authoritarian as they were enforcing 

rules but lacked understanding of the wards’ experiences. This is illustrated by the following 

ward of a treatment facility: 

And I think that’s where they didn’t see it as they were telling us what to do. I feel 

like they didn’t understand coming from a drug addict background and abusive 

relationships and stuff it does play a toll on you hearing someone telling you at 30 

years you can’t do that, or you’re not allowed to do that. Like what are you 

talking about? I have a mom, ya know what I mean? I don’t need another one.  

 If the goal of these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ was to provide support to criminalized 

people, it seems evident that training—in terms of specific job tasks and regarding mental health 

and trauma—would be a central component. It is significant to note that other studies have not 

drawn similar results, with the ‘qualifications’ of staff rarely being mentioned. The lack of 

training with respect to support and care reveals that control and coercion are privileged aspects 

of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ among organizations administering them, which is explored in 

detail below.   

6.2 Staff as Inevitably Controlling and Coercive  

 A few staff members who were interviewed for this study stated that they went into their 

role thinking they would be supporting wards by talking with them and connecting them with 
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services. However, when the following halfway house staff member was pushed too far away 

from this goal, they quit: 

Yeah, well, I had initially went there because I really wanted to support women 

that were, you know, in conflict with the law, but some of the policies were 

contrary to that; they were actually more damaging. And I had brought this up 

with the managers and the executive director on numerous occasions. And the 

final straw was we had a new breach protocol that if women didn’t do their chores 

that we were to put them on house arrest. And if they still went out, then we were 

to breach them, so that would mean like a street charge, which could land them at 

least 30 days in custody for not doing their chores. So that was… the day that 

email came out I told them I was giving my notice, I couldn’t do that anymore.  

It is, of course, disappointing that staff who were drawn in to provide non-punitive care rather 

than carceral correction,81 eventually quit their role upon realizing that the reality did not align 

with their expectations. However, this is perhaps not surprising as prisoner re-entry programs 

have been described as a hybrid welfare state-criminal (in)justice institution effectively 

continuing to control marginalized populations by responsibilizing community social services to 

take on the combination of supervision and practical supports (Miller, 2014).  

 Compounding the controlling nature of these agencies, some staff members were not very 

caring:  

[Another staff member] doesn’t stand for small talk, like she does not show any 

care to the residents, that’s a huge thing like the residents don’t even feel 

comfortable coming over the threshold of the door into the office to speak with 

her.  

 

Relatedly, I spoke with two workers who seemed to have internalized the necessity of control 

within their role. The following bail worker was honest about finding it challenging to work with 

people with mental health struggles:  

 
81 Drawing from research participant information, ‘care’ is about offering optional services that may assist with 

‘correction’ if the individual wants to change. For the purposes of this study, I include this type of correction in my 

definition of care. In contrast, carceral correction is a part of the disciplinary regime that is imposed on people.  
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So even if I’m not as good with a certain type of personality, I still need to deal 

with it. So sometimes it can be draining because you can’t refuse them just 

because they’re a bit…they have mental health challenges. It depends... if [their 

mental health challenges are] too far, then we can, we have to refuse, because we 

think this is not gonna help them. But yeah, I find it very, sometimes 

challenging—especially with clients with bipolar or borderline personality 

disorders, ya know? Ha-ha […] If you’re mean to me, I’m gonna be mean to you, 

whether you’re like—not that I’m mean.  

In this case, supports are missing on both a macro- and micro-level as this worker seemed 

justified in not accepting people into the program who perhaps needed it the most, but other, 

more appropriate, supports were likely absent. This is concerning to hear from a worker who 

ought to offer support to criminalized and marginalized people even when their behaviour is 

challenging.  

 Although there is limited research as to the negative perceptions of community 

‘correctional’ staff from the perspectives of their ‘clients’, research on ‘burnout’ suggests that the 

high job stress, caseload (Zarling et al., 2025), and secondary trauma (Rhineberger-Dunn et al., 

2016) lead to breakdowns among community ‘correctional’ staff. Burnout can lead to exhaustion 

and maladjusted coping strategies, such as cynicism (Garland, 2001). The same bail worker 

continued to express the desire to breach someone who they did not want to work with, but were 

unable to breach:  

He got rearrested and I was happy actually because I was afraid of him doing 

something, but I had no way of breaching him because he wasn’t like—he wasn’t 

doing anything wrong per se. Like I couldn’t breach him, but I didn’t feel 

comfortable being in charge of him or, ya know, him being in the program.  

This view seems to reflect ‘tough love’ in which people have to show that they deserve care. In 

the cold city (Woolford & Hogeveen, 2014), in which people are less likely to feel responsible 

for others, it is unsurprising but problematic that some front-line workers want to breach their 

‘clients’ irrespective of compliance with their conditional release conditions and the law more 

broadly. Within the neoliberal assemblage of care, in which re-entry programs are tasked with 
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both care and punishment alongside the divestment from the social welfare states, some staff feel 

confident in being authoritarian while offering support (Helepololei, 2024). Another bail worker 

seemingly accepted their role as a controlling agent at their facility, recounting an incident where 

a resident came into the office swearing:  

Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. And I say like stop. And she looked at me like you are 

the only one who care[s] about how I am speaking. And I say yeah, I care. Sorry 

about it but don’t do it again with me. She looked at me and go[es] out from the 

office. At least is like for me, you can model some behaviours and some staff are 

okay that they allow people speaking like that.  

The above staff member felt they were modeling good behaviour and caring for the ward by 

policing their use of swear words. This appears to be a way of enforcing “traditional middle-class 

morality” (Hannah-Moffat, 2001, p. 113) through creating docile bodies82 that obey staff, rather 

than looking to evidence which suggests that swearing has shown an increase in pain relief, 

positive emotion, humour and self-confidence (Stephens et al., 2023). In fact, there were several 

aspects of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that enacted disciplinary techniques to create docile 

bodies (Foucault, 1977) that are productive within this capitalist society.  

Another technique of producing docile bodies is the use of timetables that “establish 

rhythms, impose particular occupations, [and] regulate the cycles of repetition” (Foucault, 1977, 

p. 149). Indeed, these were seen in treatment facilities that have rigid schedules that require 

participants to have their entire day arranged, including a lot of programming that was draining, 

as previously discussed.   

 Relatedly, the quote below from a halfway house worker illustrates how although the 

worker cares for the residents, their presence is coercive as their job is to ensure compliance:   

 
82 In short, a ‘docile body’ has been created through discipline and is obedient and economically productive 

(Foucault, 1977). 
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So, when I’m on shift, technically, I’m a surety, which is like pretty messed up 

because I build these relationships with these women that are so close, and that 

are so personal, and I mean I watch them live. Like I, I know their favorite colors; 

I know their favorite foods; I know their family’s names. I hang out with them in 

the backyard; we play Bochy ball like things like that. But then if they’re three 

minutes late for curfew I had to breach them. So, that also created an incredibly 

toxic dynamic and an incredibly fear-based dynamic between staff and our clients 

because they knew that, okay if I’m not following my condition... [she is going to 

breach me]. 

The above halfway house worker saw their position as coercive despite trying to be as supportive 

as possible. In contrast, Maier (2020a) found that halfway house workers view themselves as 

supportive, as they tell themselves that they must enforce coercive rules. If staff view the rules 

and conditions they must enforce as harmful, but also feel like they are unable to resist them 

while maintaining employment, they can view their positions as helpful as they seek to provide 

services within the otherwise coercive and controlling environment.  

 Halfway house wards also had a nuanced experience of support and coercion. The 

following halfway house ward (and many other participants) wanted to say that the staff are 

supportive, but realized they did not assist with basic things: 

 Interviewer: Is the halfway house doing anything to support you? 

Interviewee: Like they, I mean ‘support’, sure. Like they’re encouraging, they’re 

there to … no, not really actually. No, they’re just there. For example, I am trying 

to get into a college program, and I need to take an academic assessment. So, I 

need to do my, I need to study up on some math, and I’ve asked a couple of the 

staff, like hey would you guys sit down and help me like study for some math. I 

don’t know how to study—you guys are all 20 something year olds. You guys have 

been studying, you’re in school. I haven’t studied since I was in high school, 

could you maybe help me with that? And, I mean, like they all have said yes, but 

the one time like I’ve sent them things to ask them to print them off for me, I still 

haven’t received the print-offs from them. That was last week. So, no, they’re 

there, like in theory it looks like they’re really supportive.  

The above quote illustrates that even if staff want to assist wards, when they do not follow 

through with basic things like helping someone study or get a job, they are creating additional 

obstacles to reintegration, self-confidence, and autonomy among wards. In contrast to other 
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studies that found that re-entry programs require wards to attend employment (and other) 

programs (see, for example, Ricciardelli & McKendy, 2020; Miller, 2014), I did not hear anyone 

speak about receiving assistance with finding a job, continuing education, finding housing, or 

other practical supports leading to economic stability.  

 Staff-ward relations are likely to have a significant impact on the outcomes of a program. 

Indeed, studies on the guard-prisoner relationships show that when guards treat prisoners with 

more respect, there is less prisoner misconduct (Reisig & Mesko, 2009) and less psychological 

distress (Slotboom et al., 2011). The narratives from the current research also indicates that staff 

in community-based settings have a large impact on ward’s wellbeing and on reported 

behavioural outcomes. For instance, when a worker had to breach or otherwise punish a ward, 

this set back the trust and bond they may have had. The following halfway house worker was 

reluctant to breach wards but acknowledged doing so at the time to preserve their employment—

actions that carried implications for their interpersonal relationships moving forward:  

And so, I would work and work to build these relationships, kind of based in like 

love and care with my clients, and then it would take one instance where I, I had 

to submit a breach, or I had to, you know, confront them about using drugs in the 

house. And, of course, they’d be upset with me because they’re like you’re a 

hypocrite, like you told me you care about me, but now you’re telling me that I 

can’t sleep here tonight because I’m using heroin. 

In this example, it is clear that it would be difficult to reestablish trust following this event. 

Similarly, Maier (2020a) found that halfway house staff felt their rapport with clients were 

compromised when they had to enforce rules. In my study, the staff who appear to provide more 

care and support seem to be the ones who avoided breaching wards as much as possible. This is 

not surprising as both providing care and avoiding reporting a breach are an act of resistance, and 

not reporting a breach can be seen as a type of care. Caring workers not breaching and reporting 
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some forbidden conduct would decrease the number of disclosed ‘misconducts’ and the amount 

of (re)criminalization.  

 Therefore, staff who enforce the carceral rules not only create barriers to success for 

criminalized people, but they also increase carceral harm by facilitating the revocation process, 

ultimately increasing the time they are subject to more stringent forms of carceral control while 

serving their sentences. Indeed, the ‘revolving door’ is not a new concept that highlights how 

once someone has been criminalized, it is more likely that they will be recriminalized and 

returned to prison (Padfield & Maruna, 2006). Workers can influence whether revolving door 

dynamics take root, as they can enforce every rule, sending people back to prison for acts that 

would normally not be criminalized, or they can choose to ignore minor violations which can be 

dealt with using words, or turning a blind eye. Although staff interactions were significant, as I 

show next, the rules of the agencies themselves tended to be cited as the primary source of 

control and coercion.  

6.3 The Punitive Pull of the Agencies  

 As previously discussed at length in Chapter 5, as well as in this chapter, even in 

circumstances where workers provided some degree of care to their wards, they are required to 

also be coercive if they want to maintain employment. This constraint suggests that the primary 

goals of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are coercion and punishment, whereas care and support 

appear secondary, and are contingent upon the presence of caring staff. Although staff were often 

eager to assist criminalized people with daily activities, engage in honest conversations, and 

offer access to resources, their ability to do so was limited by the rules of their agencies. The 

following halfway house staff member described their efforts as trying to make a difference 

within a system that they knew was problematic:  
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You know, I strongly believe that the, the issue is not a pathology within the 

women themselves or people in general, but with the way the structure is 

organized, and I just want to empower these people and support them and to be, 

you know, a voice for when they don’t have one.  

The above worker—along with many others—identified their employer and their carceral state 

funders (e.g. CSC) as the source of the problem that needs to be changed. However, without the 

power to change the system, they sought to make a positive difference within it. Yet, when asked 

if they were able to achieve any of their caring ambitions within community-based settings, one 

halfway house worker responded:  

No, I, you know, I absolutely felt powerless. And as the years went on and on, I 

realized how more and more insignificant my role was. It’s more just, you know, 

like support the band-aid solution, structure that we had in place, it was putting 

out fires, it was crisis management, there is no development of any of these 

things. It was always just dealing with crises, and nothing was improving; the 

women’s lives weren’t necessarily improving. We were just there as babysitters, 

really glorified babysitters; sometimes taxi drivers, ya know? Stuff like this. 

This is to say that it is not ultimately the staff’s approach that resulted in the harmful conditions 

in the context of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, but rather the philosophy of the agency in which 

they work. Indeed, having inconsistent government funding that agencies must compete over 

creates an environment where they must follow specific rules to obtain and maintain funding, 

such as working with parole and probation officers, and reporting breaches. As noted in Chapter 

2, non-profit sector research similarly outlines how once a grassroots group becomes a registered 

charity, it runs the risk of compromising its main goals such as assisting ‘clients’ in order to 

maintain funding (see INCITE!, 2017). While this is not applicable for probation and parole 

independent of community custody conditions as they are not non-profits, it is relevant for some 

halfway houses, bail programs, and the post-incarceration reintegration program which are often 

run by non-profits, and treatment facilities which are often public or private entities. In the case 

of re-entry programs run by non-profits, even though these agencies may state their intent to be 
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abolitionist, feminist, and to be separate from the penal system, if they want to survive, they end 

up taking contracts that see them aligned with the penal system. This mentality trickles down to 

staff who either accept these values and associated behaviours or resist them, but ultimately must 

still enforce rules to some degree to maintain employment.  

 In this light, the next sub-sections discuss the following agency harms: (1) inconsistent 

funding limiting their liberatory potential; (2) a lack of agency accountability when they cause 

harm to a ‘client’; (3) workers being penalized for supporting wards; (4) reluctance to provide 

basic necessities; and (5) limiting criminalized people’s autonomy. Through exploring these 

narratives, we can start to compare ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ to prisons, in terms of control 

and coercion.  

6.3.1. The harms of inconsistent funding  

 Several participants mentioned that inconsistent funding for non-profits offering 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ resulted in harms for those in their care. According to one worker, 

the financial support these organizations rely on—such as government funding, philanthropic 

contributions, and foundation grants—is not always guaranteed and is often restricted by fiscal 

year budgetary cycles. 

It was lovely on the one hand because you’re happy to see the money to do 

something, but you’d get this injection [of money] before March 31st right, from 

the government. And they’d say here, and you have to use it or you have to have 

this program or it can only run for four months, and then you go into these 

marginalized communities and you provide something that, maybe you have even 

an advisory group in the community that says yes and you’re giving them what 

they say they need, which they need. But then you go away again, they just get 

comfortable, you just build trust, you just build relationships, and off you go. And 

it’s not helpful. (worker – halfway house and restorative justice).  

As mentioned above, sometimes these programs meet community needs and build trust with 

criminalized people, only to be discontinued, leaving the community perhaps worse off than 

before. In the context of Canada, McAleese (2022) found similar results, suggesting that once a 



 
 

167 

pilot program is deemed successful, benefiting many people, funding runs out and the program 

ends after staff are burned out from operating with limited resources. As mentioned earlier, 

benevolent ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ were implemented in the 1960s, but often resulted in 

net-widening (Cohen, 1985). Learning from this lesson, to be an alternative to, rather than an 

extension of, the carceral, these programs must exist outside of the penal system and related 

funding. As the book by INCITE! (2017) suggests, the revolution will not be funded. The 

punitive carceral control enacted by agencies can also lend itself to an absence of agency 

accountability. 

 Although there was no explicit mention of the rules that had to be enforced due to being 

funded by CSC, Public Safety Canada, or other government bodies, this was evident in the 

discrepancy between abolitionist statements on halfway houses’ websites and the way the 

halfway houses are run according to the wards and staff interviewed for this study.  For example, 

when a halfway house worker asked how the abolitionist rhetoric on their website was being 

implemented, they noted that their executive director appeared to view abolition as a far-off 

utopian future:  

[the halfway house]---at least to the public eye—supports CPEP [The 

Criminalization and Punishment Education Project]; supports the idea of 

abolition. Our mission statement is to look towards an abolitionist future, so how 

does that fit in? You know, how are we doing that? And [the executive director] 

said to me that abolition won’t happen in their lifetime, it most likely won’t 

happen in my lifetime, and it most likely won’t happen like in my children/the 

next generations lifetime… but we have to be here in the now and work with the 

system as it is, or else, like because if we’re not here then… who does that work? 

In viewing abolition as an unrealistic stance to take every day, the practice of ‘trying to work 

within the system to improve it’ amounts to a liberal reformist position that reifies the carceral 

structure and neglects the provision of basic necessities to wards (Morris, 2023), as discussed 

later in this section.  
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 Furthermore, according to the worker, the halfway house’s executive director continued 

to explain that there are limitations to how much they followed their abolitionist mandate due to 

lack of funding: 

There were some things that were starting to conflict with how I view abolition 

and how I wanted to provide care for clients. And yeah, it was starting to get too 

hard on my mental health and too hard on the mental health of my clients as well. 

[…] And when I would bring these concerns up, my manager or the executive 

director would say, we’re limited by our funding or, this is what we have to do in 

order to maintain the program status. But truly, it did feel like we were causing a 

lot of harm. 

In this light, similar to INCITE!’s (2017) conclusion, a main goal of at least one of the 

alternatives examined in this study is to obtain and maintain funding. Smiley (2023) also found 

that halfway houses sought to maximize funding. For example, by inviting people to leave the 

halfway house early, they could fill the bed with another criminalized person, effectively 

charging two people for the same bed. Although in Canada not every halfway house charges the 

individual to stay at their facility (in this study, one halfway house ward mentioned paying rent), 

the agencies receive funding per bed filled, motivating them to achieve full occupancy, which 

raises questions about the extent to which the organizations managing these settings are 

committed to liberation.  

6.3.2 Lack of accountability   

 For several wards and staff interviewed for this study, another core issue they raised was 

the lack of management accountability, particularly in the halfway house context. Not only was 

the agency not accountable for proper training and support for the staff, but they were not 

accountable for any mistakes made that led to a breach of their wards. If the workers signed 

someone out longer than their curfew, the resident would be penalized with no repercussions for 

the halfway house. This led to criminalized people being breached and sent back to prison 

because the halfway house allowed them to go out in the community past curfew. For example, 
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halfway house staff decided to let residents be out in the community together when they were not 

allowed:  

So the staff collectively made the decision to let the girl on house arrest go out 

with the girl that just was released to us, to go the methadone clinic, which was 

like, maybe seven minutes down the street—there and back for three hours each 

day, every single day to leave the house. Which is fine, but I’m like, you know 

what this is like against her recall, against, you know, policies, against all this 

stuff, right? And I’m not one for policy but you guys keep, you know, like 

pushing me with these. And I just want to point out that like everyone here 

suspects they’re using drugs together and selling sex and all that stuff, which was 

again fine, but I’m worried about them getting in trouble. Everybody ignored it. 

Everybody ignored it. And then it came to a probation officer’s attention. I guess 

because the girl had said I was at the methadone clinic with so and so—we had 

went there. They went back and breached her I think it was 63, 64, 65 days in a 

row worth of breaches. You know what that’s going to look like before a judge? 

Like you breached every day for two months when it was our error.  

If the halfway house had done their job correctly, not allowing them to go out together, or, better 

yet, advocating for the ‘ward before they allowed them to leave, maybe they would not have 

been breached. Although many staff members and management allowed this to happen, there 

were no repercussions for the halfway house. 

6.3.3. Staff being penalized for supporting wards 

 Initiatives manifest coercion and control when they penalize staff for supporting wards. 

For example, the following halfway house staff member was reportedly penalized for cooking 

food for residents and talking to them about community services: 

…there were also some things I did do that I thought I was supposed to do that I 

would get in trouble for—like feeding the people. We were assigned with like 

opening up the kitchen and allowing residents to cook for themselves, and I 

thought, okay, well instead of making everybody cook for themselves, some of 

them weren’t even able to or didn’t have the knowledge or skills to do that. I 

know they’re like grown adults but not all of them have the capacity to do that. 

So, I would just like feed them, or I’m talking to them; I’d play cards sometimes, 

and sit with them and just like have conversations, and I would still go and answer 

the phones and do my job. I thought that was my job. Like I thought I was 

supposed to be talking to them and encouraging them, like I talked to them about 

CPEP [The Criminalization and Punishment Education Project] and like different 
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organizations that they could access to get help and I guess the people working 

there didn’t like that. And a lot of the residents would be like, don’t let these 

people make you get jaded, like this stuff is really helping and I’m like I’m trying. 

But I would always get penalized for it, so I don’t know. It was like a boundary 

concern all the time. But it’s like, what is my job and what am I here for? Just to 

answer phones and to write down check-ins? Like I thought I was like […] there 

to help people. 

The above is one of many examples of staff being penalized for providing support to wards. This 

instance also illuminates how the support provided by staff must comply with specific agency 

expectations. In other words, providing individualized support and/or resources that challenge 

the carceral structure, including the provision of basic necessities, often results in disciplinary 

action against staff.  

6.3.4. Reluctance to provide basic necessities  

 Study participants report that community-based settings overwhelmingly lack the 

capacity to provide wards with basic necessities. Even though staff wanted to buy simple things 

for residents like forks and shampoo, this was not allowed because of allegedly limited agency 

funds, yet these organizations appeared to have funds for other expensive items, as recalled by an 

interviewee:  

Yeah, I think the goal at the end of the day: maintain funding for sure, to keep the 

programs running. Number one was maintain funding. But on the funding end of things, I 

would get to work and I would ask for okay the house needs shampoo; we need pajamas 

for newly released people; we need cell phones; we need this that that, and it would go 

months ignored. Like we need forks, we need draino, we need mouse traps because 

there’s mouse shit in their toaster, things like that. Yeah, like human rights violations, 

like genuinely human rights violations. Um, so I would be requesting all of these things, 

and it will go months being ignored, and I would get to work, and there would be a new 

$2,000 printer in the office. (worker – halfway house).  

Whether the allocation of funds was administrated at the agency- or funder-level, this type of 

misprioritization of funds was cited by some study participants.  
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 Another theme emerging from discussions on the allocation of resources in so-called 

alternatives to imprisonment is the ability to access programming. Although the agencies did 

sometimes offer programs, the following halfway house resident spoke about barriers to 

attending them: 

I think my biggest challenge is they have drop-ins and stuff and people work, but 

they work all the work hours right, so by the time I get home from work there’s 

like nobody here. There’s no programs, so I really can’t take part in any of the 

programs because I work a job. Yeah, so it makes it hard right now. So really, I 

haven’t been doing anything with [the halfway house] right now. (ward – halfway 

house and parole) 

Similarly, Halushka (2020) and Ricciardelli and McKendy (2020) found that former prisoners 

subject to conditional release (e.g. parole) were required to attend various programs and check-

ins with officers, while also attending welfare programs for housing and/or employment. This 

process is referred to by Halushka (2020) as ‘the runaround’. Even years after completing the re-

entry process, many indicated that they were set up to be professionally poor—accessing welfare 

programs in times of crisis to stabilize them but never enough to pull them out of poverty. This 

perpetual cycle keeps individuals trapped in poverty and at risk of recriminalization. 

6.3.5 Limiting criminalized people’s autonomy  

 Although wards were not given the responsibility to manage cleaning supplies,  razors, or 

ibuprofen, they were responsibilized to ‘fix’ themselves, get a job, go to parole/probation 

appointments and live a ‘productive, prosocial life’, often with no supports. The following quote 

by a criminalized person who attended a halfway house while on parole illustrates how 

criminalized people are responsibilized to ‘succeed’ with limited means: 

Meaning, okay, now, you’re out here, you go find a job in the straight world with 

your criminal record. Find sustainable housing that you can afford, because you 

barely make a living wage, and because of your criminal record. Cause some 

girls they have to go to meetings, have a full-time job, go to this stupid fucking 

self-management program that’s mandatory for people who come out. It’s fucking 
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ridiculous. You gotta do that once a week; so, explain to your employer you need 

this day off, that day off. Oh, yeah, no, all of a sudden, I didn’t make it through 

my probation period, like it happens so much. So, it’s hard.  

Along with these many responsibilities, arbitrary rules are in place that do not assist in 

rehabilitation or reintegration. As one halfway house worker recounted: “You forget one of those 

calls [to the halfway house], and it’s a curfew reduction, you know.”  

 Although there is much research highlighting the importance of autonomy in job 

satisfaction and increased prosocial behaviour (Gagné, 2003), there are fewer related to the 

autonomy of criminalized people. The first notable exception is Sykes (1958), who suggests that 

the deprivation of autonomy is one of the pains of imprisonment. A second notable exception is 

Phelps and Ruhland (2022), who discuss how probation strips people of their independence and 

autonomy because the criminalized person’s life must align with the probation officer’s 

expectations. Similarly, the following parolee and halfway house resident spoke about the 

impacts of not being trusted with basic supplies: 

So also, I mean, it’s so infantilizing that at the halfway house you have to ask for 

garbage bags. You have to ask for like… the halfway houses supply certain 

amount of things; they’re hired by CSC, they’re paid to supply certain amount of 

things, and the things that we have to ask for, it’s so infantilizing. It is just, yeah. I 

go buy mine. Can I use the cleaning supplies? Oh, my God, no! I’m gonna go buy 

my own fucking cleaning supplies. I buy my garbage bags; I buy my own toilet 

paper, like I just don’t want to go up and ask. I don’t want to go up. It makes me 

upset. Why am I asking for these things? And I’m 55 years old, you know? 

Although asking for cleaning supplies may seem like a minor inconvenience, it was significant 

for the above participant (and others) and can remove one’s sense of autonomy and control. 

Autonomy and self-confidence are important aspects of life and are vital for success (Levesque 

et al. 2004), making increased autonomy for wards a simple yet impactful improvement. 
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6.4 Removed from Relatives, Friends, and Community Supports 

 Through people’s time spent in cages and in alternatives to cages, they are forcibly (and 

legally) removed from friends and relatives who may have provided them with support and the 

motivation needed to thrive. Obviously, we know that while within prison walls prisoners are 

physically removed from loved ones. Additionally, as prisons are often located in rural areas 

devastated by the flight of industries and people amid the globalization of capital (Gilmore, 

2007), and criminalized people are often marginalized and poor (Wacquant, 2009), families are 

often far away and do not have the means to frequently visit their friends and relatives in prison 

(Story, 2019). Thus, prisoners are removed from their community and support networks. 

Similarly, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that require criminalized people to live somewhere 

other than home remove people from their support networks. Being removed from loved ones 

was reported to be extremely detrimental by some participants, such as the following 

criminalized person who lost custody of their children while in prison (due to stigma and a 

variety of barriers), and continued to be separated from them during their time at a halfway 

house: “My whole family and community are in [a northern territory]. I haven’t seen my babies 

and I’ve been out [of prison] since March. So, these extensions of prison are huge.”  

The following halfway house ward also spoke about being separated from their community and 

familiar supports:  

…I’m in [this city] and I’m not from [this city]. I don’t know anyone in [this city]. 

I’m from [a different city]. I know all my supports are in [that city]. All my family 

and my loved ones, but I have to basically just stay here and do time, basically 

just do time with access to the community. So, I’m working at a shitty job that I 

would never normally want to work.  

 The logic behind not allowing criminalized people to associate with certain people is to 

avoid ‘criminogenic factors’, such as spending time with others who have a history of being 

criminalized. However, studies have found that isolation can lead to criminalized activity 
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(McKendy & Ricciardelli, 2021), meaning that being separated from loved ones could constitute 

a ‘criminogenic factor’. This is not surprising as we know that social bonds promote social 

conformity (Maruna, 1999). However, these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ ensure that many 

criminalized people are separated from their supports for the duration of their carceral journey 

through general non-association orders (such as parole conditions indicating the criminalized 

person is restricted from associating with specific people), having to report all relationships, and 

broader restrictions from associating with people who have also been criminalized (McKendy & 

Ricciardelli, 2022). Not only do these alternatives separate people from previous supports, but 

they create barriers to gaining new interpersonal supports. For example, individuals on parole 

must undergo community assessments (CAs) for new acquaintances before they can build any 

kind of meaningful relationship, as expressed by the following parolee serving a life sentence:  

And this is one of the most debilitating rules in our… in the parole series, is that 

the CAs. [...]’ When you’re on day parole and full parole, you have to get a 

community assessment if you’re gonna go into somebody’s house. And the 

community assessment says my parole officer is gonna come to your house, look 

at your house, ask you what you know about me. If you don’t know enough about 

the crime, she’s gonna tell you her version of the crime and make sure you know 

everything, so you know who you’re letting in your house. That’s a CA. So, I 

have to have those for the rest of my life.  

It seems counterintuitive to limit criminalized people’s ability to build relationships and tell their 

story at their own pace, as humans need connections to survive and thrive. Needless to say, 

community assessments make it very difficult to make positive connections. McKendy and 

Ricciarelli (2022) found that obstacles to successful re-entry posed by community assessments 

included a backlog resulting in assessment delays, hesitancy in potential relationships to 

participants, and negative outcomes due to the assessment. The same parolee illustrated the bleak 

reality of making new connections while needing to undergo community assessments: 
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Because it’s ‘report all sexual and nonsexual relationships to your parole officer’ 

is another one. And so, if you meet somebody in a coffee shop and just Oh, hey! 

Let’s go! You’re a really nice person. You wanna sit down and have a coffee? 

Sure. Then the next time Oh you wanna go for lunch? Oh, gee! Well, I gotta talk 

to my parole officer, and then you have to be questioned to see if you know about 

my crime. Oh, yeah, by the way, I’m on parole, you know what I mean?  

People need support from family and friends, and to make new friends and connections. More 

relevant to ‘crime desistance’, Weaver and McNeill (2014) found that having relationships with 

friends and family is a motivating factor for people to transform their lives. If closer bonds with 

friends and family have been shown to lead to desistance (Weaver & McNeill, 2014), removing 

criminalized people from those they care about and creating obstacles to forming new bonds is 

detrimental to the individual, and runs contrary to the stated goal of re-entry. However, the 

restrictions that come along with conditions of release make this very challenging. As I examine 

next, another controlling aspect of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ is the fact that criminalized 

people have little control over their living conditions.                            

6.5 Living Conditions as Controlled and Detrimental 

 If you live in your own space voluntarily, you have control—albeit limited by financial 

resources—over many aspects of life, such as the people with whom you live and whether you 

live with mice or not. This basic aspect of human autonomy is not granted in residential 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’. The Ontario government recommends removing mice from one’s 

house and disinfecting all areas to prevent encountering diseases (see Ontario, 2021). However, 

living with mice was normalized within the halfway house examined in this study:  

The amount of mouse shit that’s in there—like was used the same in max 

[maximum security prison]. But it is more or less you just move mice out of the 

way to make a pot of coffee in the morning. And I like how we say ‘mouse 

droppings’, like no it’s mouse shit, and it is mouse piss. So like the toaster has this 

much mouse shit at the bottom of it. […] But I get to the point now is that I see 

them fighting and I’m like Guys, [clap] break it up! I’m like Hey! Like ya know? 
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And you see like puppies rumble you’re like Hey guys! And I’m like, they’re so 

not scared of us anymore. (ward – halfway house) 

Examples such as these and other indicators of poor living conditions are rarely explored within 

literature. For instance, while McKendy and Ricciardelli (2021) discuss ‘pains of release’ for 

women on parole, including living conditions, they do not discuss the physical conditions of 

community-based residential settings like halfway houses. Exploring the living environments of 

residential alternatives would be important to highlight the harms of peripheral carceral agencies.  

 Outside of carceral systems, people can generally decide with whom they live; however, 

this was not the case within halfway houses. Some housemates would use drugs or would pound 

on the walls of their rooms for hours due to struggles with mental health. This was detrimental to 

others in the halfway house, particularly those on federal parole who had to avoid being involved 

with that behaviour for fear of being returned to custody. They are required to live with some 

people who could severely impact their mental health and jeopardize their ability to complete 

their time and transition out of the halfway house. This ‘pain of release’ was also discussed by 

McKendy and Ricciardelli (2021). Specifically, interpersonal dynamics lead to stressful 

altercations and prohibited actions—such as drug use—creating stressful situations in which 

other residents fear being suspected of involvement or feel pressured to report the activity to 

staff. The following halfway house ward illustrates the ‘pain’ of having a neighbour with mental 

health struggles:  

…my neighbour who has schizophrenia and bipolar was pounding on the walls 

like daily, like banging, banging, and banging. And was like smoking weed and 

had left her pipe laying around. Even her like, her weed could be laying around… 

it would be around where staff were supervising her cuz she would be allowed to 

roll a joint and then go outside and smoke it. Well, I’m not allowed to roll a joint 

and go outside and smoke it. I’m on parole, that would put me in prison. And now 

I have to watch this shit… keeping me up banging on the walls.  
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Due to the threat of returning to prison, the above resident did nothing to rectify the situation. 

Thus, the threat of returning to prison has successfully created a docile body (Foucault, 1977), 

side-stepping the desire to advocate for oneself to avoid being breached, inhibiting growth, while 

not having a safe place where one can heal.  

 Another particularly harmful living condition that wards were required to endure was 

having staff check on them every two hours throughout the night, often waking them. Staff are 

required to open each resident’s door to verify signs of life. Both staff and residents expressed 

discomfort with this practice and felt it was similar to prison, where guards shine flashlights in 

prisoners’ faces every few hours at night, preventing them from getting a good night’s sleep. The 

following halfway house ward compared this nighttime check to prison:  

It’s awful, and it’s actually causing—and the same with prison—it’s actually 

causing, it’s probably causing long-term damage to a bunch of people because 

you’re being woken up every few hours. Sleep is such a precious thing and to 

have your door opened up every two hours is just… you’re in there.  

The above criminalized person was implying that there was nowhere to go, so, of course, the 

resident would be there, making the checks unbeneficial. It seems warranted to suggest there 

would be long-term consequences for many people who never manage to get a good night’s 

sleep while in prison and/or a halfway house, as the connection between poor sleep and health—

and conversely good sleep and health—has been extensively explored (for example, Hewart & 

Fethney, 2016; Starr et al., 2022). However, it is not surprising that the security rhetoric trumps 

health as security gets attention over all other goals (Mathiesen, 2006).  

 If the goal of these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ is indeed reintegration, then autonomy 

and a safe space would be priorities, providing people with the opportunity to heal, grow, and a 

safe space to decompress. However, as discussed within this section, the experiences equate to a 

removal of autonomy, and ignoring ward’s living conditions and experiences of conditional 
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release initiatives. Therefore, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are often experienced as punishment 

and as barriers to living a good life. The counterproductive nature of the agency rules suggests 

the organization’s objectives are not to remove people from carceral control, but to subject them 

to it. Similarly, Smiley (2023) argues that re-entry programs are designed not as pathways to 

reintegration, but as mechanisms of profit and punishment.  Indeed, Smiley defines people doing 

re-entry as having a ‘purgatory citizenship’, not quite free, yet not quite in prison. This in-

between stage is highlighted throughout the quotes shared in this study, which expose the harms 

of ‘alternatives’ that a number of participants nonetheless experience as being ‘better than 

prison’.  

6.6 Rules and Carceral Care  

Care work within social work is structurally part of the carceral (Martin, 2021; Nguyen, 

2021)—creating docile bodies that internalize the need to change themselves to fit into the 

‘ideal’ productive citizen (Tiger, 2013). As mentioned earlier, carceral care refers to the complex 

and interconnected actions and practices aimed at improvements to carceral systems without 

addressing systemic violence (Hwang, 2019). As explored in the previous chapter, carceral care 

work can offer benefits for those who receive it; however, it does not lead to structural change. 

The benefits exist as a bubble within the carceral archipelago (Foucault, 1977), ultimately being 

intimately intertwined and thus serving as a justification for the continuation of carcerality in 

community-based spaces.  

 Some of the most evident forms of control were the rules exerted on the wards within the 

different initiatives. The rules were particularly relevant for people on bail, parole/probation, and 

at the halfway house. I also discuss the rules at the treatment centre, which most participants 

identified as reasonable. While I did not hear directly from wards about the rules of the post-
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release reintegration program, I was able to discuss them during my interviews with staff 

members. I do not include the healing lodge in this section as no rules were identified by the one 

study participant who had attended this setting. The sub-sections below explore the specific rules 

within the above-mentioned ‘alternative to imprisonment’ initiatives, namely bail, 

parole/probation, the halfway house, the treatment centre, and the post-release reintegration 

program.  

6.6.1 Bail: Arbitrary rules for those who are legally innocent 

 The existence of bail upholds one of the most fundamental elements of the penal system: 

to be assumed innocent until proven guilty. The Government of Canada (2024b) website 

indicates that everyone charged with an offence has the right to be presumed innocent until 

proven guilty and to be released pending the outcome of their judicial proceeding except if there 

is ‘just cause’. There are three grounds to deny bail in the name of justice. The primary ground is 

to ensure the person attends court; the secondary ground is to ensure safety of the public; and the 

tertiary ground is to maintain confidence in the administration of justice (Public Prosecution 

Service of Canada, 2024). Currently, 82% of those caged in Ontario prisons are legally innocent 

and awaiting trial (O’Brien, 2024).83 The Premier of Ontario, Doug Ford, intends to ‘invest’ 

$112 million to ‘fix’ the Ontario bail system, including supporting new technology and more bail 

teams, in an effort to keep more people awaiting trial in cages (Ontario Newsroom, 2023). 

Having said this, the ‘fortunate’ legally innocent people who attain bail can stay in the 

community under the supervision of a surety. In some cases, the surety is not an individual, but a 

community agency. In the case of the latter, legally innocent people must follow conditions that 

are similar to parole and probation, as well as live in a bail residence with additional house rules. 

 
83 This data was obtained by a Freedom of Information request.  
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There are a lot of arbitrary one-size-fits-all rules that are unrelated to the criminalized act that 

allegedly occurred. A bail worker discusses how they think the bail rules criminalize people for 

mundane reasons:  

Honestly, that is another point that I would point out in my research is [there are 

expectations that one must] obey the house rules, […] go for the treatment, don’t 

have guns… or you are not allowed to [frequent] specific places. But it’s like, I 

don’t know why. They are not helping anyone with those. Yeah, so the condition 

is really… they are just criminalizing. Because after they have like a couple of 

breaches […] they are facing another crime that they didn’t have before… for not 

following the ‘justice’ system.  

This information is consistent with literature that highlights the many bail conditions imposed 

which are frequently too numerous, restrictive, and punitive (Canadian Civil Liberties 

Association, 2014). The worker continued to explain that most bail breaches are due to not 

following imposed rules, rather than engaging in an additional criminalized act beyond their 

original charge:  

But many conditions criminalize non-criminal behaviour, that’s what bail is. You 

don’t get breached usually for like assaulting someone, you get breached for 

coming back 10 minutes after curfew or for having a beer when you have a 

known alcohol condition or whatever.  

Another bail worker suggested that a specific person on bail had conditions that were impossible 

for them to follow: 

No one was under the impression that he could follow this. So, in my head, it’s 

one of these conditions that the court imposed, which will guarantee the client’s 

failure.  

If the above worker is correct, bail conditions set up people to fail. The Canadian Civil Liberties 

Association (2014) indicates that, “[i]t is unconstitutional to impose unnecessary restrictions on 

liberty, conditions the accused cannot realistically comply with or conditions that are unrelated to 

the purposes of bail”, yet this occurs regularly.  

 Hence, the way bail operates, at least in Ontario, is as a net-widener that subjects legally 

innocent people to carceral control and further criminalizes them if they do not abide by 
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conditions, which would not normally be criminalizable (Mitchell, 2015). High remand rates are 

backdropped by a neoliberal risk aversion, determining the risk is too high for most people to 

await trial in the community (Webster, 2015). Even if the original charge is dismissed, the 

Crown may still pursue failure to comply charges for bail condition violations (Porter & 

Calverley, 2011). This cycle of detention, conditional release, and re-arrest is mostly for non-

violent offences, with over 20% being for failure to comply with a bail or probation condition 

(Porter & Calverley, 2011).  

6.6.2 Parole and probation 

 Similar to bail, parole and probation were described as having controlling rules. I briefly 

discuss probation before shifting to a discussion on parole. The following ward shared openly 

what they think about probation:  

So don’t even get me started on probation. Probation’s a fucking trap, you know 

what I mean? Like it is disgusting that they will dangle freedom as a fucking 

carrot and give you this laundry list of shit that you’re not capable of doing, and 

then after you’re not doing the laundry list of bullshit that you didn’t do, they 

throw you back in the system, fucking over and over and over again, you know I 

think if it wasn’t for probation, I wouldn’t be as criminalized as I am. There’s no 

question about that for me.  

Overall, the conditions forced upon those on parole, probation, and bail seem to be arbitrary and 

punitive, setting people up for failure and causing them to be more criminalized, rather than 

doing what they claim to do (i.e. rehabilitation and reintegration). Probation and parole were 

discussed similarly as they both have unreasonable, blanketed conditions. Halushka (2020) found 

that the onerous rules and conditions of parole erected barriers to sustaining employment and 

interpersonal relationships with friends and family. These onerous conditions disrupt ties to 

community supports, while impeding the ability to pursue and maintain housing and 

employment, forcing many on probation to have to rely on welfare support for basic necessities 

(Weston, 2018).   
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 Outside of negative descriptions of one’s ‘crime’ and institutional behaviour, parole 

officers know little about a person whom they have control over. Cohen (1985) suggests that 

professionalization creates depersonalized social services which result in a more exclusionary 

approach to social control. The professionalization of ‘criminal justice’ workers, similar to the 

professionalization of madness (Daley et al, 2019), can create a power imbalance contributing to 

stigmatization and exclusion. This power imbalance, coupled with the dehumanizing act of being 

described only by your worst actions is likely the cause of parole officers being uncaring, 

overbearing, and/or wanting to send people back to custody. One parolee interviewed for this 

study remarked:   

My parole officer wasn’t agreeing with me, like on a lot of points. So, I had a job 

and everything and, like, pretty much like it’s going on right now. But he had 

different things for me like I mean, he didn’t want me to go live in an apartment 

by myself. And, you know, he was putting a lot of restrictions [on me]. And for 

me, myself nah, nah, that’s not gonna work. No.  

The above quote illustrates how the power imbalance manifests between a parole officer (PO) 

and a criminalized person; the PO may think they know what is best for the criminalized person, 

while having power and responsibility to enforce acts that they deem appropriate. However, 

there has been much recent conversation about people being the experts of their own lives and 

thus knowing best what they need (see Howe, 2017; Kilty et al., 2014; Sherwood et al., 2015). 

Indeed, several participants suggested this as well, such as the following worker who throughout 

their career has had several jobs working within a variety of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’:84  

People that are going there should be consulted and should have something to say 

about it. It should be specific to what they say they need, not just what the parole 

officer says they need. Because people know what they need. I have faith in that. 

(worker – halfway house and restorative justice).  

 
84 This worker mentioned working in halfway houses, in a restorative justice program and indicated they have 

worked in other initiatives, but did not name them.  
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 Starting in the 1800s professionalization in deviancy control85 has been strengthened, 

leading to an increase in established police forces, the development of psychiatry, and the 

creation of modern correctional institutions (Cohen, 1985). This means that certain occupations 

and roles were created and expanded to have control over deviant groups and deviant behaviour. 

Starting in the 1950s there was an ideological attack on this hyper-professionalization within 

social movements and from academics who questioned the effectiveness of ‘professionals’ in 

controlling deviant behaviour. Critiques included professionalization leading to dehumanizing 

practices, loss of autonomy, and over-reliance on ‘professional’ care while overlooking 

community-based approaches (Cohen, 1985). However, professionalization was furthered, with 

more social workers and other deviancy control agents used as a reform to stricter prison 

conditions. Professionals were (and continue to be) individuals with formal education, rather 

than lived experience. This idea of professionalism remains within the penal system, with 

‘alternative to imprisonment’ workers often having little to no related lived experience yet may 

have some formal education.86 However, as previously mentioned, this episteme is insufficient 

when working with people who have experienced such trauma, violence, and suffering. Research 

has found that peer workers (i.e. people with relevant lived experience) offer benefits to those in 

re-entry programs, such as improving community-based programs (Schinkel & Whyte, 2012) 

and building rapport, as ‘clients’ have more trust in their abilities and knowledge, rather than just 

learning from a book (Reingle et al., 2019).  

 
85 Although professionalization in this context began in the 1800s, it arguably reached its peak in social work 

(Jennissen & Lundy, 2011) and correctional services (Hatam, 2018) around the 1950s.   
86 It’s important to note that this is not necessarily the case, as Smiley (2023) described the lived experience of many 

of the workers in the re-entry centre in which he volunteered.  
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 One of the other main takeaways from those who experienced parole and probation was 

the feeling of being on a ‘leash’, halfway in and halfway out of the carceral institution (also see 

Smiley, 2023), as exemplified by the following ward on parole: 

I know people that would rather, and I was actually kind of like this too like, just 

rather stay [in prison] till my warrant expires. It’s like a leash around you, right, 

like you’re stuck to the institution—you’re not really free. You’re halfway out, 

like that’s a Halfway House, right, halfway out. Same even if you’re not in a 

halfway house, you’re still under all these carceral controls. And there’s all of 

these stipulations that are provided by the parole board, and these are people 

making these conditions that just read your institutional file. 

A few people on parole suggested that they would have rather stayed in prison until their warrant 

expiry date to avoid parole restrictions. The reasoning for this is described by the same parolee:  

The reason I think I was saying [parole is] worse almost, is because at least when 

you’re in prison you know what to expect. Like you’re there, that’s it, that’s your 

life, so you do whatever you gotta do. But then you go out and they’re like 

wanting you to get a job and find a house and find pro-social people to hang out 

with. But how are you gonna like… I didn’t date anybody while I was on parole 

[…] because you would, I would have to tell my parole officer all their 

information, and they do a CPIC on them, they wanna meet them like. And how 

do you meet so-called ‘pro-social’ people that have no history of criminalization 

or addiction, or anything, and then you’re telling them all this information like, 

it’s this weird tension.  

Parole restrictions seem to be counterproductive, and not one person expressed any benefit to 

them. Examples of detrimental parole conditions include leaving early from work for parole 

appointments or urinalysis requirements, avoiding certain jobs or shifts due to a curfew, and 

being unable to work in certain locations, such as shopping malls, parks, or the downtown core 

(Sylvestre et al., 2019). The following parolee articulated the anger they felt from having these 

coercive conditions that only hindered their journey:  

 Interviewer: Do you feel any part of [the parole restrictions] w[ere] helpful? 

Interviewee: Not at all. The programs I had to do were stupid, and I had done 

them 5 times inside anyway. It was the exact same thing; everybody has to do the 

same programs over and over again. And all of those controls, they just made me 

angry because I’m a grown woman, I can make these decisions for myself, and 

why should you control my life, and why should you have any business seeing my 
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phone records or seeing who I’m dating, or what I’m putting in my body. Like it 

just, it made me angry, and it made me not care. I mean, I don’t like, I wanted to 

go to school, I wanted to be out there with my friends and family, but the 

restrictions it didn’t help at all, and it just was annoying and a waste of time and I 

didn’t follow them. And yeah. But I did fine anyways, I’m good now.  

The restrictions are experienced as arbitrary and controlling, making people go to meetings, have 

a curfew, obtain employment and engage in ‘pro-social’ relationships, report to their parole 

officer, and abstain from drugs and alcohol regardless of their substance use situation prior to 

their criminalization, to name a few. Although the stated goal of conditional release is to assist 

people in becoming more productive law-abiding citizens when released with restrictions early 

rather than remaining in prison until their warrant expiry date (The Parole Board of Canada, 

2020), Ricciardelli and McKendy (2020) found that the enforcement of such conditions shifts 

focus away from and compromises other case management goals--such as meeting the needs of 

the criminalized person—and they also found that breaches and returns to custody were typically 

linked to non-compliance. In addition, the pains of these many conditions often lead to substance 

use as a coping strategy (McKendy & Ricciardelli, 2021), which is unfortunate as abstaining 

from alcohol is often a parole condition. When arbitrary rules intersect with parole officers who 

sometimes seem more focussed on sending individuals back to prison, the system ends up setting 

them up to fail. One of their parole officers went as far as to say outright that they wanted the 

criminalized person back in prison, as mentioned by the following person on parole: 

And I was in his office, and he said Listen, I’ll do everything in my power to get 

you back inside.    

 The final main negative coercive element of parole and probation was the inability to 

make amends for harm that was done. One person was on parole following a prison sentence for 

entering someone’s house and breaking a television unintentionally while intoxicated. The 

criminalized person wanted to replace the television and tell the family that they were sorry for 
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their actions. They had a strong desire for reconciliation with the people they had frightened, 

which is seen as a main need after being harmed (Elliott, 2011; Zehr, 2015). However, the penal 

system did not let them engage in reconciliation of any kind:  

So, that’s like one of the first things I want to do. It’s like well can I replace their 

TV to at least give that sorriness and like whatever I did take or break, like if I 

broke their phone, did anything to… it’s like I’d replace that right now, and that 

would make me feel better on the side of like, whoops I fucked up. And would 

make them feel better in that I’m not that asshole that broke into your house and 

was trying to hurt you guys or anything like that. So that would be like the start of 

things. (ward – probation and parole).  

Although the above person wanted to make amends, the carceral system put them in prison, 

separating them from their friends, family, and their job, then released them to have no contact 

with the people whom they harmed. Often ‘no-contact orders’ are put in place to prevent the 

criminalized person from contacting someone they harmed (Government of Canada, 2021c). The 

‘no-contact order’ in this case resulted in little, if any, resolution for anyone involved. Yet, more 

productive conflict resolution methods are possible. Fortunately, scholars and activists have been 

discussing restorative and transformative justice as useful conflict resolution techniques and 

ways to transform harm into opportunities to address underlying power inequalities. These, and 

other potential alternatives will be discussed in the next chapter. For now, this chapter proceeds 

with analyzing the specific rules of the initiatives, with our next focus being the halfway house.  

6.6.3 The halfway house 

 Halfway houses require their residents to follow additional rules along with their release 

conditions, while mobilizing their staff as part of dynamic surveillance to enforce both series of 

rules on criminalized people. This dynamic surveillance involves reporting breaches to parole 

officers or Correctional Service Canada’s National Monitoring Centre. Participants also reported 

additional halfway house rules, including being allowed to go into the community for only a few 
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hours at a time—an outing referred to as a ‘physical’—and having a curfew. The following halfway 

house staff member explained how these rules are an additional criminalization tactic: 

For the residents, I don’t see like really a positive of... you get four-hour 

physicals, and you have a curfew of 22 hours [10pm] because for me that just says 

you violate that and that’s a way to rope you [return you to prison]. Especially 

because the whole point of the physicals, and what, when they can be out in the 

community or where they can be is about, for me it seems like police comfort. 

Like if they’re to get a travel permit say to go to [a nearby city], it will say on the 

permit that they’ve like alerted like the [city] police that that person could be in 

their area, right. And for me, I'm like […] why should the police care?  

 Most people in a halfway house are on parole and have an average of six conditions, 

including requirements and restrictions for behaviours and movements (Ricciardelli & 

McKendy, 2020). Further, when placed in a halfway house, there are additional rules that must 

be followed depending on the halfway house, and which are often described as arbitrary and for 

the purposes of control. A staff member provided an example of such rules in action: 

And it takes a few months before you can get like reoccurring weekend passes so 

you can sign out at 4pm on a Friday and come back for curfew on a Sunday. All 

that woman is doing is going home to her family, taking care of her children. And 

you need approval for that. You need to go through steps for that.  

While going home to parent one’s children and build ‘prosocial’ relationships is another example 

of an activity that should be encouraged, in the context of the halfway house it must instead be 

earned. As previously mentioned, having interpersonal connections is essential for everyone and 

is correlated with success. Again, if the goal is successful reintegration and healing for wards, 

criminalized people should be encouraged to see their friends and family.  

 Although The Government of Canada says that halfway houses are a system of gradual, 

supervised release that offer life skills and substance abuse, employment, and/or crisis 

counseling (Government of Canada, 2024a), this study found that time spent in halfway houses 

weas experienced by wards as largely wasted, only providing benefits if someone had no where 

else to go or as an outcome of staff support. Like Martin (2021), I conclude that halfway houses 
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are sites of carceral control, with staff enacting, at best, carceral care, seeking to provide support 

within a carceral structure, rather than making any significant changes to the violent institution. 

Despite the benevolent government description of halfway houses as an ‘alternative to 

imprisonment’, wards’ lived experiences clearly illustrate that the coercive and controlling rules, 

and lack of supports exemplify carceral care and control.   

6.6.4 Treatment  

 Participants in this study also reflected on their experience in drug treatment facilities, 

which were generally viewed more favourably than other community-based settings, such as 

halfway houses. Specifically, although there were a lot of rules and a strict schedule, the wards I 

spoke to did not express particularly negative views regarding the coercive rules in this context. 

This is likely because many viewed their time in a treatment facility as voluntary, like the 

following criminalized person:  

…I didn’t have to go to [the treatment facility]. I had to go to jail. But through 

that I managed to get into [the treatment facility], so it’s a huge difference, right? 

Like [the treatment facility] is focused on therapy and jail is useless. 

Alternatively, the following ward of treatment, probation, and a drug treatment court, suggests 

that treatment and drug court are not alternatives in that they are not entirely voluntary: 

Drug court means well, but the problem is that whenever you’re forced to do 

something, there’s always that looming threat. You know what I’m saying? So, 

it’s not really an alternative to jail. It is do it or you’re going to jail. There’s no 

alternative, you know what I’m saying? Like, a lot of times it’s a set up and that’s 

the problem. 

Thus, the ‘alternative’ is really for the decisions makers, with little to no input from the 

criminalized people. If the ‘choice’ is between being caged or being subject to another 

carceral program, the ability to choose is diminished, meaning a program cannot be 

entirely voluntary when the other option is prison.   

 With this said, the example above illustrates how carceral authorities can operate as a 
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gatekeeper for this kind of care as it is difficult and/or expensive to attend a treatment facility if it 

is not on one’s correctional release plan. For example, Russell and colleagues (2021) found that 

in Ontario, people who use drugs explained that drug treatment facilities were helpful but 

expensive and after a set amount of time, people had to leave. In addition, other community 

services that would be helpful are also lacking, such as counseling and harm reduction (Russell 

et al., 2021).  

 From my own experience working in this area, it is difficult to attend treatment as there is 

often a long waiting list, a lot of paperwork that requires motivation to complete, and most 

treatment centres require complete abstinence. Therefore, it is not surprising that the person 

above felt fortunate to be able to attend a treatment facility. Additionally, treatment is described 

by wards as easier to ‘buy into’ than other ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. ‘Buy-in’—or 

accepting the treatment narrative (Quinn & Goodman, 2023)—may be easier with treatment 

facilities than other penal institutions due to the medicalization of ‘addiction’. With the 

nuanced87 shift from punishing to medicalizing addiction, comes the rhetoric that drug use is not 

a choice but requires the examination of medical and behavioural support to support cessation. 

When the following ward bought into drug treatment court, that was when it worked: “I needed 

to, Yeah, wanted it. I needed to be ready. I needed to buy into the bullshit.”  

 In addition to treatment itself, another participant spoke extensively about the drug 

treatment court process, identifying it as both helpful and harmful:  

I mean it was different, but there was… the control wasn’t as obvious. We’re still 

very much controlled. I think the problem with addiction…the problem with 

addiction [mockingly]… the problem with programs where they intervene and 

expect you to change your whole life is the fact that you’re an adult, and all you 

know is addiction. And they come in and they’re like well you’re not allowed to 

do any of these things. Doesn’t matter if you had a partner. Doesn’t matter if 

 
87 This shift is nuanced because stigma, punishment, and responsibilization rhetoric still exist around drug use 

(Moore, 2007a).  
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fucking whatever the case was. I’m just oh, you’re not allow to do any of this stuff 

anymore. You know what I mean? And nobody, no matter how talented they 

might be in social work or therapy, can fix the underlying causes of addiction, you 

know. So, it’s hard right, because it’s like it helps, but it also could really be 

harmful, you know. 

Although drug treatment courts may appear to have therapeutic benefits, they maintain punitive 

control and reinforce power imbalances (Moore, 2007a/b). Moore (2011) uses the term 

therapeutic surveillance to describe how although drug treatment is framed as benevolent, it 

enacts social control, seeking to guide people to make better decisions. Carceral control is more 

disguised and insidious within modern institutions (Foucault, 1977; Hannah-Moffat, 2013). 

Although under the guise of medicalization, those with ‘addictions’ can be controlled supposedly 

for their own good (Tiger, 2013). Similarly, throughout Madness, Violence, and Power: A 

Critical Collection, the authors demonstrate how the pathologization of mental health creates 

spaces that are violent and carceral. Through framing behaviours as ‘disorders’, institutions can 

justify the use of surveillance, control, and violence (Daley et al., 2019). Reformers often support 

this ideological framing—albeit with benevolent intentions believing such treatment of wards 

will do them some good by cultivating the environment they argue to be conducive to drug use 

desistance (Daley et al., 2019).  

 These psychiatric knowledges inform and reinforce the power exercised by psychiatrists 

and other mental health professionals, and are the root of the systemic violence that oppress 

those who are mad. Despite the power imbalances and oppression, many treatment facilities are 

still viewed as voluntary and as better than other ‘alternatives to imprisonment’; thus, they were 

described in more of a positive light. One of the main coercive elements of drug treatment that is 

hard to ignore is the requirement for residents to be sober, as noted by the following ward of 

treatment:  
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I think treatment has its benefits, but it hasn’t evolved with the problem, you 

know? The problem is that not everyone’s able to stop using drugs. A lot of 

treatment centres won’t take people on methadone or suboxone—a lot of 

treatment centres. You don’t know what I mean like, and that in itself is 

inhumane, you know? You have to be in a certain place before you can get 

better—it’s just such a trap.  

A participant even compared treatment to federal penitentiaries as they both had a lot of 

programs and were highly structured in terms of having strictly regimented schedules. Although 

the structure was not necessarily viewed negatively, a few participants expressed that it would 

have been nice to sometimes have a break: 

So, in treatment, I feel like, I mean like I feel like it’s hard to ever get a day off. 

Like they’re really strict on you there sometimes. So, whenever you need to... 

something, there’s a day you need to do nothing—that’s not an option, ya know? 

(ward – treatment centre) 

Everyone I spoke with felt like treatment was helpful to some degree, even if there were some 

coercive rules that were experienced as harmful. These findings fall in line with the notion that a 

program or institution will help if someone is ‘ready’ for it or if they accept the narrative (Quinn 

& Goodman, 2023; Warr, 2020). However, being ‘ready’ suggests that the treatment facility is 

correct in its assumptions, methods, and results. If one accepts all the positive and negative 

aspects of the program or institution, they may receive some benefit. This acceptance would 

include seeing their actions as wrong, attributing their actions to internal problems often caused 

by their childhood, and wanting to correct these harmful behaviours and cognition, rather than 

focussing on structural conditions that shape(d) their lives (McKim, 2017; Nelund, 2021; Tiger, 

2013). This idea that re-entry organizations are “people-changing institutions” (Miller, 2014, p. 

317) is not new and is discussed in various scholarly works (e.g. Mackey, 2024; Miller, 2014; 

Quinn & Goodman, 2023). As addressed in my literature review, there is strong evidence to view 

re-entry programs as aiming to address problems within the individual, rather than socio-

economic barriers to living a fulfilled life. Therefore, to stop criminalized behaviour—such as 



 
 

192 

drug use—they have to fix the individual. This is to say that treatment facilities did not mention 

or assist with housing, education, access to food, employment, or leisure activities, but they 

served more as a form of therapy, addressing the root cause of addiction within the individual, 

rather than socio-economic factors. In other words, focussing on individual deficiencies—which 

may be areas for personal growth or may be ordinary responses to harmful situations—is a way 

to overlook societal harms that lead one to substance dependence. 

6.6.5 Post-release reintegration program 

 I only briefly discuss the post-release reintegration program as I did not speak to any 

wards, and although the staff acted as additional surveillance that reported breaches to parole 

officers, there did not seem to be any additional rules imposed by the agency on their ‘clients’. 

Therefore, the coercion of this program could be combined with the parole rules. The additional 

control within this program is a product of the paid and unpaid workers collaborating with parole 

officers. This is to say that the program entailed an added level of surveillance that adhered to 

carceral rules and could lead to a breach if information was shared by a ward to the workers, who 

then reported to parole officers. For example, when sharing about oneself in the post-release 

reintegration program, if the participant expressed something ‘bad’ they had done, the following 

worker expressed how it needed to be reported: 

[If the participant says] you know what, I was bad. And I mean we have to… they 

know we have to tell the parole officer if they tell us something like that. So, 

normally they’ve already told the parole officer—we’re all aware of it.  

As telling the agency worker anything was akin to telling their parole officer, a safe space would 

be difficult, if not impossible, to cultivate. Thus, this program can be seen as a clear extension of 

imprisonment.   
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6.7 Neoliberalism within ‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’  

 It is well established that prisons are ineffective at rehabilitation and preventing ‘crime’ 

as many criminalizable acts occur behind bars and often after release (Stephens, 2021). As noted 

in Chapter 2, imprisonment serves as an ethically unjustifiable deterrent given its questionable 

effect on this score, the additional harm it inflicts, and the moral issue of causing harm to one 

individual in the hope of deterring others (Mathiesen, 2006). However, prisons are productive in 

other ways. Indeed, illegalities are a necessity of the prison economy (Foucault, 2009), which 

rely on surplus populations to create a profit (Gilmore, 2022). In this way, prisons need not be 

understood primarily as a means to deter ‘crime’ or to ‘rehabilitate’, but rather are productive in 

that they are a platform for economic and political power (Foucault, 2009), backed by the myths 

that Indigenous people are ‘savages’ and ‘outlaws’, Black boys and men are ‘rapists’ and 

‘dangerous’, and Black women are ‘welfare queens’ (Coyle & Nagel, 2022). Illegalities are 

allowed for the bourgeoisie as they maintain and build political and material power and wealth 

through the enforcement, control, and coerced labour of the criminalized, racialized, 

impoverished, and otherwise oppressed class. Foucault (2009) suggests that the move towards 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ does not lessen social control but merely results in its exercise in a 

more productive and disguised manner that oppress certain populations, which is evident in the 

findings and analysis presented in this chapter.  

 As is well-discussed in the literature, we live in a neoliberal society (Fraser & Jaeggi, 

2018; Gilmore, 2022; Smiley, 2023). The most notable effects of this in this study include 

responsibilization and the ultimate goal of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ being to obtain and 

maintain funding. There has been much discussion as to prisons being part of the colonial project 

rooted in the white supremacist, ableist, heteronormative, capitalist ideology that relegates 
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populations deemed dispensable to carceral conditions (Alexander, 2020; Coyle & Nagel, 2022; 

Maynard, 2017), reifying state power and enabling profit within a capitalist society (Gilmore, 

2022). Accordingly, marginalized people become a product used for profit and social control. 

McNeill (2020) suggests that conditional punishment—rules placed on people under community 

supervision—within re-entry programs is less about discipline, and more so about disqualifying 

them from citizenship entitlements—casting criminalized people as denizens, thereby 

minimizing state obligations that arise from social inequalities. Similarly, Smiley (2023) 

suggests that re-entry programs, like prisons, are used for punishment, and one must follow the 

proper rituals associated with re-entry to be ‘successful’. Being stuck in this purgatory 

citizenship means criminalized people are still subjected to carceral control, even though they are 

no longer in prison (Smiley, 2023). Some participants, including the halfway house worker 

quoted below, mentioned the main goal of the agencies was to ‘fill beds’ or operate at maximum 

capacity to secure funding and continue existing:  

Filling beds. Being able to keep the beds full was a huge stress. The staff, well not 

during Covid, but other than Covid, you know, the staff would go up there and try 

to recruit the women. It was almost like all [of] the [agency] would be like trying 

to sell their services, right, because you want to keep the beds full. We want the 

ones with the most funding, but we don’t. We tried to manage [the criminalized 

people who come with the most funding] with the least amount of support. I 

would say [the main goal of the agency is] profit for sure, you know?  

This comes as no surprise, as numerous scholars have drawn parallels between the prison 

industrial complex and the non-profit industrial complex, both of which trace their conceptual 

origins to the term ‘military industrial complex’, coined unexpectedly by then President 

Eisenhower, a capitalist military general (Gilmore, 2022). The basic premise being that 

capitalism needs resources to continue to grow (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). First, during a capitalist 

and ideological crisis, the military was used to determine economic ‘growth’ and ideology to 

soothe moral upheaval—the common enemy were communists, that must be destroyed by the 
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mass investing in the military. This has since changed to prisons and non-profits, where the 

enemy is the racialized ‘dangerous’ poor (Gilmore, 2022) who must be ‘fixed’ and controlled 

within prisons and via community-based initiatives often operated by non-profits. Building off 

these concepts, the re-entry industrial complex emphasizes how re-entry services often prioritize 

profit over rehabilitation and reintegration (Smiley, 2023).  

 The above worker indicates that their halfway house would sell their services to those 

who came with the most funding—such as Indigenous people, or others with ‘high needs’ (in 

other words, those who have survived more trauma)—then not provide the proper supports to 

them. This is not surprising within a neoliberal, capitalist society which values the accumulation 

of capital over human life. Indeed, the non-profit industrial complex highlights how non-profit 

agencies compete for contracts, to uphold systemic inequalities that undermine genuine change 

(INCITE!, 2017). In this context, the most traumatized bodies are sources of profit as they 

provide extra funding to these non-profit agencies, whether their needs are met or ignored.  

 It is not just non-profits that derive institutional power from such an arrangement and not 

simply in monetary terms. The following bail worker asserted that the Parole Board of Canada 

does not primarily serve to assist individuals:  

The Parole Board of Canada seems to be about covering its own ass. And, for lack 

of, sorry for… Yeah, but the Parole Board of Canada, the decision maker, doesn’t 

seem to be on the side of helping guys reintegrate as much as they’re on the side 

of, of not making decisions that are going to come back to bite them.  

It was unclear how these decisions may come back to bite them, but this is likely from politicians 

or the public accusing them of being ‘soft on crime’. Again, this idea of risk aversion aligns with 

research that suggests that risk is the primary consideration for Canada and other parole boards 

when making release decisions (Hannah-Moffat & Yule, 2011). Hannah-Moffat and Yule (2011) 

found that parole release decisions for women are based on their ability to positively ‘change’, 
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concluding that this so-called alternative to imprisonment reinforces the dominant correctional 

logic of responsibilization. Thus, the conglomeration of responsibilization, arbitrary rules, profit 

over human life, and lack of employment or housing support, equates to carceral geographies 

(Gilmore, 2022) that flow throughout ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. The next chapter discusses 

alternatives proposed by study participants, in which abolitionist geographies could reside and 

flourish. Having said this, as I explore next, both wards and staff resisted carceral geographies in 

small pockets, sometimes opening-up abolition geographies (Gilmore, 2022) if only for a 

moment.  

6.8 Pacification of Resistance 

Considering Foucault’s (2009) contention that where there is power, there is resistance, I 

explore resistance as both a counter-discourse (Hall et al., 2013; Leotti, 2021) and as action 

aimed at having some sort of control over a situation in which autonomy has been removed. In 

this study, staff seemed to engage in resistance out of ethical values and a sense of justice. Staff 

resistance efforts were informed by the struggle between the rhetoric of the agency—to assist 

criminalized people with reintegration and remove them from the carceral system as much as 

possible—and the lived nature of the agency—that of control, punitive harm, and a removal of 

autonomy. Many workers I spoke to wanted to be a part of a liberatory future and, as such, they 

resisted the carceral rules as much as they could while maintaining employment (although one 

worker was fired due to their level of resistance).  

Mackey (2024) found that there is room for U.S.-based re-entry organizations to resist the 

rules of their funders as there is little oversight of the programs. This resistance looked like a 

culture of criminalized people being encouraged to join advocacy groups and even being 

provided stipends for attending meetings. A similar agonistic resistance process (Mackey, 2024) 
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was found in my study, as workers sought to extricate criminalized people from the penal 

grasp—strategically navigating rules by breaking some and adhering to others. Both staff and 

wards engaged in a variety of resistance techniques. Although these acts of resistance often felt 

futile, they create abolition geographies (Gilmore, 2022), in which carceral actors (i.e. staff) and 

criminalized people built bonds and closed the power gap for short periods of time. These acts of 

counter hegemonic (Leotti, 2021) and transformative behaviour create space for radical ways of 

thinking and being that are not underpinned by carceral logics (Gilmore, 2022). Staff mentioned 

many ways in which they resisted the arbitrary and punitive rules and conditions that they were 

required to enforce, such as ignoring rule-breaks: 

But one of the 20-year-olds, who’s a relief staff, saw like a joint in one of the 

residents’ bags at the bail house, and just pretended she didn’t see it and like 

moved on. (worker – halfway house)  

When staff turn a blind eye to rule violations, they not only prevent penal responses—such as a 

return to pre-trial detention or prison—but value the wellbeing of criminalized people despite the 

fear of reprisal. The valuing of criminalized people is a resistant act and discourse that was 

frequently enacted by staff members who wanted to support wards. The following halfway house 

worker perceived exercising discretion as part of their job and felt at liberty to not enforce some 

rules they did not feel were meaningful:  

And like, sometimes like there’s room to bend that and not be so strict on those 

things, like just to give them a bit of space to live their life how they want to, 

right?  

Although not outright breaking rules, the above staff member provided a lot of support to 

residents by operating in the grey area. They also sought to push the grey area by urging the 

executive director to allow proper ‘client’ support. 

 Considering rules had to be bent or broken to assist wards, I consider much of the support 

that was provided to be an act of resistance, requiring intentional efforts to push the boundaries 
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of what was permitted to provide support. This is contrary to Maier’s (2020a) findings in which 

all halfway house workers said they always follow “their contractual obligation and report any 

resident infractions to the authorities” (p. 420). In other words, those staff were operating within 

the confines of the system, not challenging it but offering support that they were allowed to 

provide. Operating within those confines does not progress abolition geographies, but instead 

reproduces relations thought to only be found in carceral institutions like prisons. In contrast, 

many of the participants I spoke with identified their community-based program or setting as an 

extension of the punitive structure, so they had to navigate this tension delicately to best support 

residents. One halfway house worker spoke about this phenomenon in these terms: 

It really is just an extension of like the surveillance arm of CSC, and I’m still kind 

of working out the kinks as to what I can do to make life better for my residents, 

because we do work collaboratively with CSC.  

Viewing re-entry as a harmful extension of prison creates space for workers to imagine both 

short-term and long-term abolitionist reforms that remove criminalized people from carceral 

control and logic. Again, Maier (2020a) found different results. She found that rather than seeing 

their power as coercive and something they can and should resist, halfway house staff largely 

saw the power to make decisions regarding criminalized people’s futures as necessary for them 

to provide support. This paternal view of support contrasts from most of what this study’s 

participants shared, including the following halfway house worker, who had to resist the rules 

and procedures of the halfway house to provide care to wards:  

But there were times where like one of my clients was in the hospital, like the 

pregnant one, and I went to drop off food after work. And I saw her there and I 

just I could not leave her, and I knew I wasn’t allowed to be in the hospital with 

her, but I stayed with her. And then I drove her home, and had the organization 

found out that I did that, I would have been fired like on the spot. 
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From these statements, it is evident that there were a few staff who did resist the rules of their 

respective agencies. They had to bend or break some rules to offer what they saw as the bare 

minimum basic supports to residents.  

 With this said, resistance by staff did lead to consequences for some. For instance, the 

following halfway house staff described being fired due to the fact they had to enforce such strict 

rules, but they just could not bring themselves to send someone back to custody for a minor 

violation: 

And one of the reasons why I got fired too was because somebody came back late 

from their curfew only by like seven minutes. And I wrote that in, but I’m 

supposed to call the police on them when they’re late, and like, get them in 

trouble and I, I felt like that was wrong, because he was, he was calling and 

telling me where he was—he was keeping in contact. It wasn’t like he was doing 

anything, to my knowledge, that was wrong […]  But I just felt like the watchdog 

a little bit. And it was just a little bit too constricting. They weren’t really 

encouraging people to access services to get educated, or access services to, like, 

gain employment; they were just trying to catch them doing something wrong to 

get them put back in jail.  

In fact, there were several workers who mentioned not reporting a breach even though they were 

contractually obligated to do so. The workers did not agree with sending wards back to prison, 

especially for minor curfew violations. As the hegemonic discourse is to view criminalized 

people as needing to be punished and subject to strict conditions, many workers engaged in a 

resistive discourse that challenged the idea that criminalized people must be controlled. Rather, 

they suggested that criminalized people should have autonomy and control over their own lives, 

ephemerally decreasing the power gap between the worker and staff member. The example 

above shows that although social workers engage in hegemonic carceral scripts, there is room to 

foster resistance that can create abolitionist counter discourses (Leotti, 2021).  

 With this said, there were other times when staff, such as the following halfway house 

worker, felt that they were required to enforce certain rules to keep their job:  
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Well, I think like there’s hard lines in terms of like curfews, like curfews are set 

by like the PO’s [parole officers]. That’s something that like you can’t fudge the 

line on—like it’s very strict. And like in terms of like signing in and out for 

locations and things, cause there’s just like and it’s hard because it’s part of that 

surveillance piece, which I don’t particularly like. But I know that we have to do 

it.  

The variation in the above quotes demonstrate how different staff members viewed the grey area 

differently, as the above staff member felt like they had to enforce rules set by parole officers. 

Although few workers spoke about changing the rules, the following halfway house worker did 

seek such changes:  

Oh definitely, I tried: I know I spoke to the workers, I sent in emails, I copied 

other people in on emails so like it wasn’t just one person. I spoke to all the other 

staff about it; I spoke to the women that were using the services; like I did 

everything I could to, you know, be creative and you know find a way because I 

know about one of the policies, I think it was the one minute being late get 

charged. They said it was not theirs. It was the Ministry of Attorney General and 

the court’s decision, so I said yeah I understand that, but like the last two years 

we’ve been following this. What have we done to challenge it or to push back a 

little bit? But they wanted none of that. They didn’t even want to entertain the 

conversation so it kind of just died. 

Although staff did not like many rules, they either did not try to change them (likely due to the 

task seeming impossible) or they failed in progressing any meaningful change. Audre Lorde’s 

(2018) poignant book title phrases this stance well: The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the 

Master’s House. While it is difficult to advance meaningful change within the system, the next 

chapter discussing both reforms within and outside of the current structure.  

 Any discussion of resistance to carceral control must include those subjected to it, which 

I turn to below. Although many criminalized people I spoke to reported a desire to keep quiet 

and avoid resisting rules because they wanted to be free of further involvement with the penal 

system, the arbitrary rules encountered during their re-entry process led to some individuals 

pushing back and breaking them. The following parole and halfway house ward initially just 

abided by all rules until they refused one day:  
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I was like “yes or no, sir, 3 bags full, sir”, for a long, long time. I was just, you 

know, […] just jumping through all the CSC hoops, where they say they’ve 

healed you through their programs and shit like that. But I remember telling them, 

even as late as 2020, It’s like you are not gonna change who I am. You are not 

gonna turn me into your little robot. Fuck you! You’re not, you know. [And the 

parole officer said] Oh, well, I’m gonna charge you now. [So I said] Go ahead, 

because it’s not that I haven’t been charged since 2008. It’s like nothing stuck, so 

go ahead. Yeah, go ahead. You know? And of course I never got the charge. 

This example aside, it was more common for wards to be punished for not following the carceral 

narrative and submitting to carceral rules. Punishment was not only doled out for behavioural 

infractions, but also for not subscribing to the carceral ideology, such as the responsibilization of 

wards for socio-political factors (McKim, 2017; Nelund, 2021), the need to be fixed (Tiger, 

2013), and the idea that penal actors can and should impose and enforce rules and sanctions. In 

other cases, resistance presented as not complying with the rules while shielding their 

transgressions from staff.  

If the ward did not internalize carceral ideology, they had to pretend to in front of penal 

actors. The following ward of parole was placed in solitary confinement and had to endure other 

carceral control in prison for their resistant behaviour. Once released, the same criminalized 

person started engaging in narrative dexterity (Warr, 2020) and proceeded to fool their parole 

officers, hiding their resistant acts in order to not be returned to custody or otherwise punished:  

Well, I broke my parole all the time, and I wouldn’t say that if I were still on parole. 

[…]… yeah I guess I was just able to fool them, and I knew also; I knew how to play the 

game. That’s how I got out of segregation and didn’t end up in maximum security 

because I can tell them what they want to hear, and I know what they want to hear. So, I 

know like when to resist and when not to—when to go along with their narrative. 

In addition to wards resisting the dominant discourse, they also resisted acts that removed 

autonomy. The following halfway house ward snuck over-the-counter medication around with 

them to avoid having to ask staff for a Tylenol every time they had a headache:  

But I mean I can’t have Motrin or Tylenol in my room. I carry it in a ziplock bag 

in my backpack, because I can’t carry bottles around, cause it makes the pill 
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sound in the bottle. So I’m carrying them in my [bag].. right? So this system does 

not teach you to be honest. This system teaches you to find other ways to live 

your life, to […] attempt to be a normal person who gets left alone.  

Similarly, Smiley (2023) found that criminalized people had to resist the rules to ‘do re-entry’, 

such as using a cell phone in private where staff cannot survey and penalize them. Therefore, in 

addition to the care provided by staff being unintentional, wards having some autonomy and 

trying to do re-entry successfully was often a result of resistant thoughts and actions.  

 Resistance can also emerge when the status quo is experienced as unreasonable. For 

example, the following ward of probation and parole suggested that if the rules were reasonable, 

they may have followed them:  

I think it hindered me more, like, because of the, like, if they were more lenient on 

it and being like, hey, because we found so much alcohol in you when this 

incident occurred, that’s why we’re trying to just take the alcohol, almost away 

from me and see if you’re fine with your weed even, or fine with everything else or 

whatever, right. So, taking that one thing away from me. Instead, you’re saying 

that I have to take away all my weed; I’m not allowed to supposedly do this and 

that. And it’s just like, well, if I’m going to do my weed, what’s bad if I’m going 

to do the alcohol—going to get caught one way or the other right so, the bang for 

the buck.  

Research indicates a positive relationship between the perceptions of fair laws and compliance 

(e.g. Tyler, 2003; Walters & Bolger, 2019), however, re-entry rules often remain arbitrary and 

disconnected from the criminalized act, reducing the likelihood of adherence.  

 Although the ward quoted exhibited resistance via their outright disobedience of rules, 

others become exhausted from the ineffectiveness of opposition:  

Forced to contemplate the futility of resistance to extreme external controls 

increases psychological and emotional pain. Radical acquiescence to 

unreasonably cruel treatment erodes motivation for personal autonomy, and the 

weaker my natural response becomes, the more difficult it becomes to acquiesce 

sensibly. I struggle with my aversion to resistance more and more as time goes on, 

eventually leading to multiple suicide attempts to escape the impossible reality. 

 

The inertia of carceral violence was felt by both wards and staff, eventually leading to staff 
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losing job satisfaction and/or quitting, and wards suffering emotional impacts and/or 

experiencing suicidal ideation. Although resistance felt ineffectual—as in these cases, it largely 

was fruitless at the structural level—the resistance did lead to abolition geographies within the 

carceral structure that provided temporary relief from the unrelenting control and coercive 

elements of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Resistance from wards and staff are both needed to 

continually create these abolition geographies, but collective action, more than individual acts, is 

needed to transform these into landscapes of liberation that are durable (Herzing & Piché, 2024).  

6.9 Conclusion  

Overall, carceral care and control were evident in all the ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

except the healing lodge. Specifically, carceral care manifests as alternatives merely trying to be 

better than prison, albeit with many similar carceral controls. None of the ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ (except potentially the healing lodge) address any societal violence that creates 

the conditions for harm to occur. Thus, the care that is provided within the programs should not 

be used to justify their continued existence.  

In contrast, abolitionist/deviant care work involves people coming together to value 

human needs over capitalist accumulation (Hwang, 2019). As discussed in the literature review, 

deviant care work rejects conventional institutionalized forms of care, specifically those that are 

oppressive and/or exclusionary, and instead practices relational, community-driven, and justice-

oriented approaches to support. For example, queer and cripped88 communities may practice 

deviant care work in the form of mutual aid, care collectives, crisis interventions and other 

transformative actions (Dixon, 2014; Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 2020; Spade, 2020). As 

 
88 Like Piepzna-Samarasinha and Dixon (2020), I use the word ‘cripped’ to refer to people with physical 

accessibility requirements. Derived from the derogatory term ‘crippled’, cripped people are reclaiming this term as 

an empowering and positive self-identifier.   
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Spade (2020) suggests, the idea behind this work is that we cannot depend on the state to protect 

us. With the biopolitical state violence enacted on BIPOC (Gilmore, 2022), Indigenous people 

(Monchalin, 2016), and other oppressed groups, community organizers and others are finding 

creative ways to prevent and address harm without the use of carceral violence or control. 

However, much of this work is carried out by those who are marginalized in society and are 

already overworked and burnt out.  

 Overall, ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ seem to set people up to fail and impose “pains of 

release” (Ricciardelli & McKendy, 2020) on those who are criminalized, as a way to further 

criminalize and marginalize (Kelsall et al., 2023; Phelps & Ruhland, 2022), subjecting them to a 

purgatory citizenship (Smiley, 2023). This is to say that although the provision of care is said to 

underpin ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ (Helepololei, 2024), the care and support enacted by 

staff are accidental, as it is entirely dependent on the staff member’s disposition, and is never a 

requirement, or even expectation, from the agency. Instead, the ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

agencies orient themselves with the carceral narrative and ideologies, partially due to accepting 

government contracts, which is a common pitfall encountered by non-profits documented by the 

likes of INCITE! (2017). This translates into staff often enforcing rules and agencies 

implementing additional controls and restrictions which are detrimental and arbitrary. The 

arbitrariness of bail conditions is explained by the following bail residence worker:  

Often, bail is only granted to those who have the money to pay a deposit for their 

release or have a pro-social friend or family member who can act as surety. 

 

To be clear, I am not arguing that some degree of control and coercion is never appropriate. 

However, the carceral control and coercion explained by participants is experienced the same as, 

or very similar to, the control and coercion of prisons.  
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 Although ward resistance can provide some autonomy and self-efficacy gains and worker 

resistance is usually accompanied by care, or at least a sacrifice of control, ultimately, the 

individual resistant behaviours are small and do not lead to any substantive change within 

community-based settings. This is not to be nihilistic and suggest ‘nothing works’. On the 

contrary, the good intentions of many workers and the care that was provided, despite the 

intimate connections between the alternatives and the carceral, is hopeful as it demonstrates 

abolition geographies can occur in carceral settings, with carceral actors, for a short time. When 

staff resist enforcing carceral rules and/or enact care outside of the agency protocols, they are 

challenging the status quo need for punishment, the paternalistic idea that workers know better 

than wards, and undermining the capitalistic value of profit over people. While small efforts to 

create space within carceral places are necessary, the goal is for new types of relationships with 

criminalized and marginalized people to lead to understanding, and community building which is 

transformative justice in action (Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 2020). Community building is 

the groundwork for collective consciousness and action, with different movements coming 

together to fight towards many oppressive practices (Dixon, 2014; Herzing & Piché, 2024).89  

 

  

 
89 The many abolitionist groups discussed in the book How to Abolish Prisons (Herzing & Piché, 2024) shed light 

on the importance and possibility of building a liberated future together through collective action.  
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Chapter 7: Moving Beyond ‘Better than Prison’ –  

‘Alternatives to Imprisonment’ as Reformist Reforms 

 

In previous chapters, I examined the lived experiences of wards and workers of so-called 

alternatives to imprisonment to explore their experiences of coercion/control and care/support, as 

well as resistance to the former. Those chapters, as well of this current one, take a 

phenomenological approach, considering how participants interpret their experiences within 

these spaces, revealing both the personal and structural dimensions of carceral control within 

these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. Through this phenomenological analysis, this chapter 

concludes with suggesting that these initiatives embody reformist reforms, as conveyed through 

participant descriptions. To this end, this chapter begins with exploring net-widening and how 

some criminalized participants believed they spent additional time in the carceral system due to 

these so-called alternatives. Next, I highlight how criminalized participants experienced 

transcarceration as they were subject to carceral controls in different spaces. Then I explore staff 

and wards’ perceptions concerning whether the program in which they were involved was an 

alternative or extension of the carceral system. 

The second part of this chapter focusses on how these alternatives operate as reformist 

reforms according to my analysis, as they do not challenge carceral logics or seek to tear down 

existing carceral arrangements, but rather build new carceral geographies, that are perhaps ‘better 

than prison’, but operate in prison-like ways, nonetheless. Honouring participant descriptions and 

thoughts, I suggest that these initiatives, in their current state, do not lead to transformational 

change as far as reducing or working towards abolishing carceral control. This section is 

followed by participant suggestions for ways to improve current ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, 

along with different ways to address harms and inequalities that they perpetuate. I categorize 

participant suggestions into three reform types: imaginable, semi-imaginable, and unimaginable 



 
 

207 

(Morris, 2023). The first two types of reforms (i.e. imaginable and semi-imaginable) suggested 

by participants could be categorized as either non-abolitionist or abolitionist, depending on if 

they are part of the carceral system or exist outside of it and whether they have long-term 

abolitionist goals. In other words, many of the reforms suggested by participants could be 

implemented as abolitionist reforms90 depending on their level of cooperation with, or resistance 

to, the carceral system and its underpinning logics. Through a phenomenological lens, these 

reforms are not just conceptual shifts, but are shaped by participants' understandings of coercion, 

control, and possibility. Participant suggestions reflect how they perceive the feasibility, 

desirability, and potential outcomes of these reforms, even before implementation. This chapter 

concludes with suggesting that care/support exist within these ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ that 

are financially and ideologically connected to the carceral state, thus they are carceral spaces in 

which ephemeral abolition geographies emerge. 

7.1 Net-widening 

Net-widening is the expansion of the number of people brought into the penal system, 

often caused by the implementation of reforms that seek to reduce the use of imprisonment, yet 

create new carceral geographies and are often a consequence of reformist (Mathiesen, 2015), or 

liberal (Morris, 2023) reforms (Cohen, 1985). As reformist reforms do not question the 

underpinning logic of punishment and control, additional measures can be created that use the 

rhetoric of ‘care’ but bring additional people into the system. For example, drug courts may 

incentivize increased arrests to ‘clean up’ people who use drugs; however, white people are more 

likely to access drug treatment court, leaving racialized people to be caged (Gross, 2010). In 

addition, there are many harms associated with drug courts that can pull additional people into 

 
90 Abolitionist reforms are those that are in line with abolitionist goals. 
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the penal net. For some participants in my study, net-widening occurred through breaching a bail 

or parole condition which would not normally be considered a violation of the law. Very often 

people are not returned to custody for a new ‘crime’, rather for breaking a rule or condition of 

their release (Myers, 2017; OCI, 2016). A bail worker suggested that being on bail may lead to 

someone incurring new charges, expanding someone’s amount of time in the carceral system:  

I believe it also hinders people in that once out on bail, if the individual does not 

follow their conditions or the rules of the bail program, they can incur new 

charges and be sentenced to more time than they would have had they remained in 

custody.  

  

 As previously discussed, bail is a form of net-widening, imposing conditions on legally 

innocent people (Mitchell, 2015), setting them up to fail and creating a revolving door by having 

several conditions (Deshman & Myers, 2014). The ‘set up to fail’ idea has been used to describe 

many aspects of the carceral system, such as Indigenous police services (Kiedrowski et al., 

2017), bail (Deshman & Myers, 2014), and youth probation (Nanda, 2022). Indeed, many of the 

rules at work in the context of so-called alternatives to imprisonment were described by 

participants as being punitive for the sake of it and hindering the lives of criminalized people. 

The idea that criminalized people are set up to fail corresponds with my discussion in the 

literature review, as the excessive rules appear designed more for recriminalization, rather than 

genuine support. For example, some criminalized people were unable to attend school and/or 

gain or maintain employment due to all the requirements while on parole, probation, or bail. In 

this set up to fail model, a criminalized person is more likely to fail if they are honest with their 

parole officer, as articulated by the following halfway house worker:   

Like there’s this one young girl, keep thinking about her again, [an] Indigenous 

woman. She’s just trying so hard to be honest because, you know? She’s being 

told by staff, and by, you know, the prisons, the parole officers and staff to just be 

honest, and you will be fine. So every time she’s honest, it put her back into 

custody. She was saying that she felt suicidal, and she was going to leave the 
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house and self harm and be suicidal—they pulled her back in for that. Then let her 

out again after like a couple of weeks. She went in, she smoked weed because she 

was trying to not be suicidal, and they put her back. She was back and forth so 

much that we never closed her room the entire year I was there; we never closed 

her room knowing that she was just going to be back. She went back to GVI 

[Grand Valley Institution], sometimes just OCDC [Ottawa-Carleton Detention 

Centre], but she was always back. And it was, and I wanted to tell her stop being 

honest. Just stop. You know, speak to somebody else before you speak to staff 

here, or it because like she was honestly putting in more than 100%, like she 

worked her program as hard as she could, and her reports did not reflect that at all, 

it was very discouraging.  

The apparent lack of empathy and understanding among staff in the above quote illustrate how 

front-line workers may feel a reduced sense of responsibility for individuals within the cold city 

(Woolford & Hogeveen, 2014). Unfortunately, having staff less engaged in wards’ success sets 

them up to fail and often corresponds with returns to custody, likely increasing one’s total time 

subjected to carceral controls.  

 Similarly, probation has been described as a net-widener (Aebi et al., 2015; Phelps, 

2017), as more people are under supervision including those who may have otherwise been 

released (Phelps, 2013). In addition, probation imposes many pains, such as restrictions on 

freedom, arbitrary rules, and stigma (Durnescu, 2011), resulting in revocation if onerous 

conditions are not met (Klingele, 2013). Indeed, ‘failure to comply with a court order’ made up 

9% of all offences with an additional 9% for a ‘breach of probation’ across Canada in 

2016/2017. Thus, this 18% of ‘offences’ result from a violation of additional rules not otherwise 

criminalized (Miladinovic, 2019).  

 Parole additionally has an average of six conditions imposed upon women on parole, 

which often include relational conditions that do not allow criminalized people to have contact 

with friends and/or family (McKendy & Ricciardelli, 2021). Instead of these conditions 

enhancing desistance, they lead to social isolation and weaken bonds which would support 

desistance (McKendy & Ricciardelli, 2021).  
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 Upon conditional release from a federal sentence, the Parole Board of Canada may 

require people to stay in a halfway house, typically for six months (Maier, 2020a). Consequently, 

instead of being released into the community, those subjected to halfway houses experience this 

‘legal and civil purgatory’ (Gottschalk, 2011), in which they must prove that they deserve full 

release (Maier, 2020a). In 2023-2024, revocation for federal day and full parole violations was 

16.1%, compared to the revocation rate for new offences being 3.8% (The Parole Board of 

Canada, 2023). 

 Alternatively, another bail worker suggested what they are doing is contrary to net-

widening. They have ‘clients’ who live in independent apartments at a building run by an agency 

that does not report to the bail worker. When asked if they thought this is net-widening, they 

responded:  

I can’t report. So that’s, that’s one of the things you have in that kind of dynamic. 

What I don’t know, I can’t report. What I don’t know I can’t be subpoenaed on, 

right. [laughter] And they don’t… [the agency operating the building is] not under 

any mandate. They are a landlord, their staff are there for a supportive role, not in 

a supervising role. So, I wouldn’t call it net-widening at all… I would actually 

call it the opposite of that. I’d rather see someone in a stable bachelor apartment 

with the support, than residing 24/7, 365 [days a year] at the Mission [a shelter], 

or at the Sheps [Shepherds of Good Hope], or at a shelter, right? As good as those 

places are and as much resources they dumped towards their clients—they really 

do miracles there. A formal address—their own address, is better than living at 

the shelter, so I don’t think it’s net-widening at all. But I do think it fills a 

widening service gap. (worker – bail house) 

The worker later did say that the workers in the building would call the police before they called 

the bail worker, which they considered to be a good thing even though policing is a central 

gateway to involvement in the penal system (Pasternak et al., 2022). The assumption by this bail 

worker is that the social agency provides care and not control to people on bail, overlooking the 

more nuanced relationship between helping professions and control (Halushka, 2020; Kim, et al., 

2024; Quirouette, 2022). The belief is that criminalized people involved with a social agency 
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who claims to provide support removes their ‘clients’ from the bail worker and from further 

criminalization. However, if the workers at the social agency were to call the police—which is 

often a part of social work practice (Preston, 2021)—leading to further criminalization, this is a 

form of transcarceration, as discussed in the next section.  

For others, net-widening occurred as they spent more time within the carceral system due 

to their participation in an ‘alternative to imprisonment’ than if they had stayed in prison—and 

being behind bars was described as being ‘easier’ time for the following individual who had 

resided at a halfway house:  

I ended-up waiting more time to get my full parole than I would have if I had just 

skipped that halfway house and waited like four or five months. Instead, I went 

back [to prison from the halfway house] and I had to wait like another full year 

before I was released again, because I wanted to go to that program [at the 

halfway house]. Like an extra five months inside isn’t much, like I was reading 

books, I was in minimum at that point, it was literally cooking my own meals, my 

desserts, and I gave that up so I can go to a halfway house to a drug maintenance 

program which I knew was not going to be very fun. But it was still my choice, 

and then it ended, they ended up upping my security, sending me back to [prison] 

which is a high medium [security], and then, you know, delayed my full parole so 

I had to wait over a year for my next release date to get out.  

For the above participant, their parole officer felt that their ‘deterioration of attitude’ was reason 

enough to send them back to jail. The participant explained that this revocation was due to them 

telling the parole officer that although they will abide by the rules, they would not express 

gratitude to the system or the worker, as the intervention was not helpful. Although this 

participant wanted the benefits of a treatment program, they ended-up being punished for lacking 

narrative dexterity (Warr, 2020) and consequently spent additional time in the carceral system. 

Overall, many study participants described ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ as net wideners when 

they contributed to an increase in the amount of time people spent in cages and subjected to 

carceral control. Similarly, participants spoke about having social controls exerted on them in a 

variety of different spaces, which is the focus of the section below. 
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7.2 Transcarceration 

 Transcarceration occurs in various settings in ways that are often disguised in rhetorics of 

benevolence and care, which target markers of difference throughout different facets of society 

(Lowman et al., 1987). Once a person is deemed marginalized, expendable, and/or not a 

productive member of our capitalist society, they are subject to carceral control throughout many 

facets of society, such as prison, forced treatment (Tiger, 2013), psychiatric hospitals (Ben-

Moshe, 2020), halfway houses (Martin, 2021), un/under employment (Gilmore 2022), policing 

(Maynard, 2017; Monchalin, 2016), detention centres (Chase, 2019), and the like. Once someone 

has been criminalized and/or marginalized, they are susceptible to many carceral control 

mechanisms. Although the courts and police may claim to be separate, the following participant 

recognized that in practice they work in tandem:  

The courts and the police and all these fucking different entities are supposed to 

be separate, but they’re not separate, they’re all fucking combined. And the fact 

that they pretend like it’s different tiers of fucking of due process is bullshit, is 

what it is. You know what I mean. The police say I am, the courts say okay. And 

so the police and the fucking courts agree with what I am, and then they send me 

to jail, and then they just continue to tell me the same thing, ya know? And the 

cycle goes on and on. My first charge was possession of marijuana, and I 

literally… it’s because I gave the cop attitude, and he decided that who’s this 

Black bitch giving me attitude and fucking searched me and found like a fucking, 

literally a joint of marijuana and charged me with marijuana. And that was my 

first charge. 

Indeed, it is well documented that policing targets racialized populations, leading to higher arrest 

and criminalization rates of BIPOC (Maynard, 2017; Monchalin, 2016). Once the above 

participant entered the penal system for a small amount of marijuana, they were criminalized 

across many different penal structures: 

Yeah, I know I’ve done all the tactics. I’ve done probation, I’ve done treatment—

court-ordered and independent. I’ve done treatment court, I’ve done jail. Is there 

anything else?  
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Even once the sentence is over and the time within the carceral system is supposedly 

finished, one’s criminal record presents many barriers to employment and meaningful 

participation within society, as they act as ‘negative credentials’ that can limit access to 

employment, education, housing, and immigration (Mensah et al., 2021). McAleese and Latimer 

(2017) discuss the barriers that come with having a criminal record, such as employability, 

housing, education, general social stigma, and others. This is to say that having a criminal record 

often interferes with many aspects of one’s life as they may be excluded from pursuing 

employment, housing, or education. In 2012, Bill C-10 changed the pardon system in several 

ways, including the following: (1) the word ‘pardon’ was changed to ‘record suspension’, (2) 

wait times for summary offences increased from three to five years and for indictable offenses, 

wait times increased from five to ten years, and (3) exclusion criteria were introduced, denying 

those with more than four indictable offenses and those who had engaged in sexual harm from 

receiving a pardon (McAleese et al., 2017). In addition, an increasing number of employers are 

incorporating police record checks into their hiring process (Canadian Civil Liberties 

Association, 2014). This is to say that social control and oppression continue after the warrant 

expiry date, as described by the following parolee:   

Once you get especially a federal record, there’s more like stigma on it from I 

guess policing and courts, although people with lengthy provincial records, I’m 

guessing would be fairly similar. But I feel like it’s a life sentence of 

criminalization like, unless I’m able to get the record suspension whenever when 

I’m eligible. Yeah, I mean, like, I, [only have one good job option] , which is kind 

of messed up, but yeah. I mean, like, I face barriers finding an apartment, getting 

my credit back on track, and just driving. Like whenever police are behind me, 

they run my plates, I get pulled over and harassed. Like just a couple summers 

ago I was like beat up by the cops and arrested and charged for nothing. I wasn’t 

doing anything at all; I’m still fighting that in court and then if I’m found guilty of 

anything then that will affect my ability to get a pardon.  

McAleese and colleagues (2017) emphasize that the stigma associated with a criminal record 

often leads employers to perceive individuals with criminal histories as ‘bad’, unreliable, or 
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harmful, which discourages them from offering employment opportunities. On a more structural 

level, some employers screen out applicants who have a criminal record (McAleese et al., 2017).  

 Even after warrant expiry, the notion of transcarceration highlights how welfare and 

penal practices are both part of the project of poverty governance (Halushka, 2020; Miller, 

2014). In considering welfare and penal programs as this hybrid approach to poverty, we are 

better able to see how the network of interconnected, yet distinct, institutions and organizations 

are involved in transcarceration. While Sampson and Liem (2016, p. 193) found that lifers 

attributed their ability to stay out of prison to a “healthy fear” of violating parole conditions, the 

lifers in my study found these rules psychologically distressing. The following halfway house 

ward and lifer described how their life was never going to be the same since they are never going 

to be free from the carceral system:  

Interviewer: So, you feel like you’ll never outrun CSC? 

Interviewee: It is never gonna not chase me. I’m never going to be a functioning 

part of society. Doesn’t matter how hard I work. And I don’t want to say my life 

is over, but it is. I am going to [figuratively] be in prison for the rest of my life. 

Even once people are granted parole or non-lifers reach their warrant expiry date—when they 

should have full rights and opportunities like other citizens—they continue to face stigma and 

remain under forms of carceral control.  

7.3 Reform  

Concluding from participant accounts, so-called alternatives to imprisonment tend to 

operate as reformist reforms (Mathiesen, 2015) or liberal reforms (Morris, 2023) that are part of 

the carceral system, which extend rather than limit punitive control and coercion over 

criminalized and marginalized groups. Reformist reforms are premised on the idea that carceral 

spaces can be humanized and are thus characterized by efforts that seek to humanize how 

criminalized people are treated without challenging carceral ideology (Mathiesen, 2015).  
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Broadly, reforms are attempts at improvements. However, there is much debate within the 

literature as to which reforms are abolitionist and which extend carceral control (see Ben- 

Moshe, 2020; Mathiesen 2015; Morris, 2023). The recommendations made by study participants 

could be described as ranging from liberal to abolitionist reforms (Morris, 2023), or reformist to 

non-reformist reforms (Mathiesen, 2015), depending on which reform typology is mobilized. 

This section begins by explaining some of the liberal and abolitionist participant perspectives 

before outlining different types of reforms that the participants suggested. As abolitionist and 

liberal reforms can sometimes sound the same when articulated, unless a lot of detail is given, I 

outline the reforms not assuming they are abolitionist or liberal, leaving room for interpretation. 

Specifically, to be abolitionist—or a non-reformist reform—the reform must include a long-term 

abolitionist objective, exist outside of the carceral system, and/or address and seek to overhaul 

systems of oppression. I contrast these suggested changes to liberal reforms below.   

7.3.1 Liberal reforms 

 Liberal reforms are status quo, state-accepted, improvements to a system, that do not 

identify or overhaul underlining carceral logics (Morris, 2023). Participants were asked about 

various changes that could be made or ways in which the current system is flawed. Among the 

responses, there were many liberal perspectives, mainly from people who did not believe 

fundamental societal restructuring is possible. For example, the following ward of probation and 

parole suggested we need different prisons:  

So, is there prison that can work, and I think that would be all right? Yes. Do you 

think any prisons that I’ve ever seen around here, or you see like those regular 

prisons around, do I think they work? No, definitely not. And I think we’ve 

already had enough studies and things that prove that they don’t work.  

The impulse to strictly improve a penal institution is inherently liberal and reformist, as 

improving the system will not remove the carceral violence and control, but likely make it more 
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insidious (Foucault, 1977). The following parole and halfway house ward also looked at the 

Scandinavian model as a better alternative to our current prison system, as they are often pitched 

as operating with meeting people’s needs in mind: 

So, my magic wand would be a place where people could go and it doesn’t have 

to even be a physical space, but a space where we could like collect information 

and resources and help each other…after, you know, if a crime has been 

committed, these crimes are committed for reasons right. Like, when we look at 

the Scandinavian models, you know, like their recidivism rate is 7%, they’re 

closing—that’s Norway. They’re closing prisons all over, and it’s because they 

build their system on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, you know? Oh, Whoa, Tad! 

We’re gonna work ourselves out of a job to actually make people better. How 

nice! That’s the way it should be. Yeah, yeah. And we’d have the money to do it.  

 The assumption here is that the Scandinavian prisons provide support that are based on 

the criminalized persons’ needs, which decreases the carceral grasp until staff are ‘out of a job’. 

Nordic prisons have been characterized by ‘penal exceptionalism’ which is the idea that Nordic 

and Scandinavian countries have low imprisonment rates and relatively humane prison 

conditions indicating that they have been able to avoid penal populism which is present in the 

western world (Pratt, 2008). Penal exceptionalism is hypothesized to have occurred due to 

population homogeneity, consensus democracy, and a media climate characterized by less 

sensational ‘crime’ reporting (Ugelvik & Dullum, 2012). However, studies indicate that the 

Scandinavian prison model is imprisoning an increasing number of people with mental health 

struggles (Bukten et al., 2024) and the lived experiences of those imprisoned closely resembles 

those in England and Wales (Ugelvik & Dullum, 2012).  

 While some participants focussed on liberal reforms to prisons, others discussed the 

potential benefits of better programming within ‘alternatives to imprisonment’: 

Think some sort of like, I don’t know how else to describe it, but like some sort 

of, like the way hospitals do out-patients. So, like I don’t know, I guess it’s more 

like provincial probation where it’s different from parole but basically they give 

you the resources and the people to talk to and they say Heyo by the way you need 

to work this much, and get this stuff done but we’re also going to teach you. So, 
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we’re going to train you how to do this job, we’re going to get you hooked up with 

this job. And then we’re going to, we’re going to set you up for success. And then, 

as long as, you know, [you are] going to your counseling, going to your classes, 

you know, it should be fine. (ward – halfway house) 

The above suggestion is reformist as it does not question the exercise of carceral control in any 

way. The reform could certainly improve the lives of some people within the penal system, while 

further entrenching the need for penal spaces as they would be ‘helpful’ or ‘humane’. Although 

the above are clearly liberal reforms because they exist within the current structure (e.g. 

recommending building better, more humane prisons and ‘alternatives to imprisonment’), other 

suggestions that participants made were more aligned with abolitionist objectives.  

7.3.2 Abolitionist reforms  

 Unlike liberal reforms, abolitionist reforms are not about replacing existing institutions 

with similar institutions. On this point, Schenwar and Law (2020) note:  

…we need to get ourselves out of the habit of looking for a one-to-one 

replacement for any carceral institution, whether it be a prison or a prison 

alternative. That’s part of the logic of Somewhere Else: If we don’t put them in 

prison, we’ll put them in a treatment center. If we don’t put them in a treatment 

center, we’ll put them in [fill in the blank] as a solution. […] Rather it’s about 

creating a whole range of new practices and new structures to reduce harm and 

suffering, facilitate healing, and support people as they work to confront the[ir] 

issues.” (p. 213).  

 

Thus, abolitionist reforms include (1) short-term changes that reduce the harms of those currently 

subjected to carceral institutions while maintaining a long-term abolitionist ethos, (2) voluntary 

alternatives with several options to penal structures before and after harm occurs, and (3) long-

term reforms which address and overhaul systems of oppression (Morris, 2023). Many research 

participants shared abolitionist views, sometimes even self-identifying as abolitionists. The 

following ward of treatment and probation highlights how every harmful action is the 

consequence of unmet needs:  
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I don’t think anybody deserves to kill each other. I don’t think anyone deserves to 

be violated in any way. Robbed, raped, fucking any kind of anything. But the fact 

of the matter is the reasons for these crimes is their trauma, their poverty, their 

needs that are not being met by a society. So, what do you want people to do to 

stop? What? Kill yourself? Like, you know what I mean? The system sets people 

up to fail, and then they’re surprised when they fail. 

The above perspective is powerful and abolitionist as it undermines the carceral logic of 

individual failure and responsibilization. While penal systems place blame on the individual for 

all actions, ignoring structural conditions of inequality (McKim, 2017), the above participant is 

breaking free of this oppressive thought process to rationally address these underlying needs that 

should be prioritized for people to live liberated, and for fewer (criminalizable) harms to occur. 

Prisons and halfway houses are not the proper responses to trauma and poverty (Wacquant, 

2009). Instead, the following halfway house ward suggests that people who would otherwise be 

criminalized can articulate what they need: 

If you release 95% of prisoners today, society wouldn’t be less safe, it’s just about 

where we shift our resources as we help. Because people know what they need to 

do in order to have a decent life, and if people have enough… all they want is to 

just have some time with people they care about.  

 Arguing that criminalized people are best positioned to determine their own needs 

represents a radical form of deprofessionalization as it directly challenges carceral logic which 

asserts that those without lived experience—rather than those directly impacted—should 

determine ‘client’ needs (Tiger, 2013). Once people have their needs met, the same halfway 

house ward suggests that most people will take what they need to live a fulfilled life with their 

loved ones:  

Yeah, like just counseling and income. So, enough money to feed, clothe, and 

shelter yourself and your dependants and counseling. And then people, you know, 

they do this crazy thing after that, they start following their dreams and having 

hopes again and things. And so, like it’s just silly that we don’t do that for people 

because it’s so easy. It’s that conservative bullshit, saying that you know if you 

give someone something then they’ll just keep taking things and they’ll never put 

any work into it and that’s just not true. And even though initially there’s always 
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kind of a swing into people using resources, once people are no longer scared that 

they’ll have nothing, and once they actually feel like they have enough, people 

generally just want to be with their families and follow their dreams.  

 

Indeed, even the Department of Justice (2021b) in Canada admits that the penal system does not 

adequately address unmet needs. A common sentiment is that prisons have very harmful 

conditions, as survival is often linked to intimidation and harm, and people learn new ways to 

engage in criminalized acts (Coyle & Nagel, 2022). All this is to say that prisons are known to be 

harmful institutions that do not address needs or social conditions that breed harmful activity.  

 Although some study participants recognize that the ‘alternatives’ they have been 

subjected to operate as carceral extensions and should be abolished, a number of them argued 

that they must not be abolished right now. Instead, they—like some abolitionists (for example, 

Knopp et al., 2005)—argue that abolition can be achieved through a series of incremental steps. 

When I asked the following participant whether we need these current alternatives while we 

work towards an abolitionist horizon, they responded with the following:  

I think we have to [keep the current alternatives]. I think if we abolished the 

alternatives, if we said no, we’re not going to do anything except only abolish 

prison, nothing else will do. I don’t want to look at, you know, halfway houses or 

anything else, I think there are a lot of people, a lot more people would be 

harmed. I think. (worker – halfway house and transformative justice) 

A similar abolition by attrition or via incremental changes politic was articulated by another 

participant:  

Yeah, I think it’s important that we still work towards incremental change, 

because […] if alternatives don’t exist, and a longer time is spent in incarceration, 

I don’t think that’s helpful. (worker – halfway house).  

If these reforms that the government has implemented are not alternatives at all, but are 

extensions, what are we to do? Like the participants, I avoid this nihilistic perspective by 

exploring the many meaningful reforms they proposed—reforms that illuminate pathways 

toward abolitionist transformation. Specifically, drawing from my article in which I suggest a 
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reimagined reform typology (see Morris, 2023), the next section outlines how the suggestions 

from participants align with imaginable, semi-imaginable, and unimaginable reforms.  

7.3.3 Liberal/imaginable reforms  

 To be an imaginable abolitionist reform, the reform must resist building penal systems 

and carceral tactics stronger, while refusing to abandon those currently subjected to penal 

systems (including alternatives) as we work towards an abolitionist horizon. In contrast, liberal 

reforms reduce the harms of penal systems so they are more humane and can continue to operate 

with little resistance (Morris, 2023). As the research participants often did not mention a long-

term abolitionist (or liberal) goal, it is difficult to determine if the more short-term reforms are 

part of liberal or abolitionist projects. Therefore, the reform efforts in this section can be either 

abolitionist or liberal, depending on their objective and ability to resist expanding penal 

structures. Some of the following suggestions came from abolitionists, while others came from 

people with more liberal perspectives or unknown political views. Therefore, the following 

reforms, if implemented to humanize and continue the use of these ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ for an indefinite amount of time and if they continue to use prisons, are liberal 

reforms that would ultimately build the system stronger by maintaining and/or expanding the use 

of carceral power. However, if they are implemented to not abandon those currently subjected to 

carceral control as we work towards abolitionist futures, while not increasing the use of carceral 

tactics, then they represent abolitionist reforms. The suggestions outlined in this section include: 

(1) having people with lived experience as staff; (2) increased access to employment; and (3) 

customized conditions that allow criminalized people some degree of autonomy over the rules 

governing them.  

 Many staff spoke about needing better education in terms of having more skills to work 
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with people who have been criminalized and have experienced a lot of traumas, as well as basic 

training for their specific initiative. The best way for staff to have knowledge of trauma and/or 

criminalization is to have lived experience, according to the following ward of parole and a 

halfway house:  

We need to have peer-driven halfway houses and staff; the people who really 

understand, you know, and understand that Oh, my God, okay… so say you’re 

struggling, that’s normal, you know. You’re struggling, you’re supposed to be 

struggling, and if you’re saying you’re not, that’s fucking lying right and, you 

know, and here’s what we can do. We can do this and do that and know what to 

do to help people right? That’s the kind of staff we need.  

Having peer-driven alternatives could potentially decrease the harms and provide more benefits 

to criminalized people (Francia et al., 2023), as previously mentioned. If their goal is to 

humanize halfway houses, without any long-term abolitionist goals, they constitute liberal 

reforms, which may fortify the carceral structure. However, they can be part of the abolitionist 

project if they work as an interim step towards abolishing halfway houses and other penal 

structures but want to decrease harm in the meantime. It is important to emphasize that having 

peer staff does not negate carceral violence and should not exist outside of an abolitionist 

framework. For example, Smiley (2023) discusses harms of a re-entry program despite most of 

the staff having lived experiences of criminalization.  

 Many participants spoke about focussing more on employment and having opportunities 

to gain skills to obtain meaningful and adequately paid employment. This is not surprising as 

McAleese (2022) found that there are currently substantial barriers to employment for those with 

a criminal record as many employers, including McDonald’s, screen for criminal records. A 

halfway house ward suggested being unionized so they can obtain practical skills and gain a fair 

wage upon release: 

So, what they should have done, this is my opinion, is they should institute a 

program in prison, like a pilot program. And it should be instituted three years; or 



 
 

222 

two years; or three years or six months, whatever you want. And then they should 

institute an apprenticeship into the union. You know the labor union because they 

take ex cons, or carpenters union or whatever union you want. Now you’re giving 

these guys a ticket. Now they get a card, and then when they get out, you know, I 

can go get a carpenter job they’re going to pay me 20 bucks an hour, but if I go 

work for the carpenter’s union, I’m a third-year apprentice, I’m going to get 42 

bucks an hour.  

If prisoners were unionized, this would likely lead to meaningful changes that would not be 

sustainable under the prison industrial complex which seeks profits from human caging (Davis, 

2003). Indeed, House and Rashid (2022) explore how the state violates prisoners’ human rights, 

including not honouring the Charter-given right to labour unionization. Prison unionization could 

be arguably a reformist/liberal reform, in that it may further entrench prisons as a reasonable 

form of rehabilitation. However, much like my categories of abolitionist reform, House and 

Rashid (2022) argue that abolitionist futures are paved with slow steps that are necessary to 

reduce immediate harms and improve prisoners’ lives, while simultaneously working on 

structural change. They characterize prison unionization as a non-reformist reform (which could 

also be described as an imaginable reform), because the history of prison unionization has 

“resulted in the creation of a countervailing force to guards and administrators and expanded 

rights and freedoms for prisoners.” (p. 7). Treating criminalized people with respect and as 

people who have rights is progress toward an abolitionist future—assuming we continue to fight 

against penal spaces. Given how employment was mentioned many times by study participants, 

it is worth considering that if marginalized and criminalized people had the opportunity to earn a 

living wage, this could build self-esteem and a way to sustain their lives. In addition to having a 

living wage, criminalized people should also be involved with decision-making processes that 

impact them. 

 Many participants mentioned the arbitrary rules of parole, probation and the halfway 

house during their interviews. Rules would be more useful if they were cocreated by the 
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criminalized person and were more tailored to the individual, instead of being arbitrary and 

seemingly set up for people to fail. With more appropriate conditions and with resources that 

were directed by and for the individual, parole and probation would be less harmful, and could 

be beneficial for some people. Many people mentioned the problem being a one-size-fits-all 

structure, such as the following parole and halfway house ward:  

So, all of their rules […] it’s like a blanket thing it’s like the programs, the rules, 

everything is blanketed.   

A way to decrease those harms stemming from one-size-fits-all regimes would involve more 

attention to the conditions and available resources for each criminalized person. Similarly, 

Smiley (2023, p. 151) suggests that “the dilemma of re-entry is that there is no single formula to 

address individual and social needs.” This means that everyone has unique needs that should be 

addressed differently. In addition, criminalized people having choices over which, if any, 

programs they want to attend would provide them with more autonomy and more appropriate 

services. The following halfway house ward discussed this idea:  

And you know what, I don’t know if there’s one answer. I think that it would 

definitely have to be case-by-case because everyone’s different. Like I said, some 

people might need a halfway house, and some people might need treatment, and 

some people might not need any of that and just go home. There’s so many 

different levels of people that need different levels of support.  

 However, if the actors within the so-called correctional system spent more time 

determining the specific conditions for each criminalized person, this could easily expand the 

penal system and build it stronger as it could be seen as more humane. To be abolitionist, the 

conditions must be dictated mostly or entirely by the criminalized person—with more staff not 

being hired—and be used to reduce the harms of parole, probation, treatment, and halfway 

houses while we work on abolishing them altogether. Indeed, Singh and colleagues (2023) 

critiqued the power that funders have in determining non-profit conditions, rules, and procedures 
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without input from those enduring oppression. A way to reduce the harms of these programs is to 

have the wards be in control of what they need, as articulated by the following worker: 

I mean the big thing would be for me, if you’re providing an alternative, and you 

want to make it better than prison and farther along on the good – the free end of 

the continuum, that the people that are going there should be consulted and should 

have something to say about it. It should be specific to what they say they need, 

not just what the parole officer says they need. Because the people know what 

they need. I have faith in that. (worker – halfway house and transformative 

justice).  

 Again, having criminalized people choose which carceral controls they are subjected to is 

not the final abolitionist vision, but is a step in the right direction. In addition to reducing the 

harms of penal systems, both liberal and abolitionist reforms may suggest other, ‘better’ 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’. To be abolitionist, they must exist outside of carceral logics; 

meanwhile, if they are tacked onto penal systems, they are liberal reforms.  

7.3.4 Liberal/semi-imaginable reforms 

 Semi-imaginable reforms are about diverting people from the penal system and creating 

ways of being and healing without carceral control (Morris, 2023). Instead of prisons and other 

carceral structures, we could have services and supports that nourish growth and provide safe 

spaces. The following healing lodge participant presents this idea well:  

We’re like a plant. You know, you got me in a bad container, got me in bad soil, 

bad lighting, bad food. You’re tormenting this plant every day instead of, you 

know, nurturing it and pruning it and whatever. So, it’s like setting it up to die, to 

wither. But give it some good lighting, give it some food, and give it some 

comfort and some understanding, and that plant will grow and flourish, you 

know? Punishment is not the answer.  

This powerful quote illustrates the abolitionist vision of fostering environments that prioritize 

care, support, and growth over punishment (Davis, 2003), and it is particularly relevant because, 

as shown in this thesis, prisons and many aspects of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ cause harm 

and neglect. Meanwhile, there are many basic needs that can be met that would create positive 
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conditions to help people flourish. While these programs are important to implement, it is 

equally important to reduce the current grasp of the penal system. Similarly, Smiley (2023, p. 

175) suggests that, “[i]f we truly want to live in a world with diminished harm, we cannot arrest 

and imprison our way out of social problems. It will only happen through long-term healing, 

understanding, and accountability that seek restorative and transformative paradigm shifts in 

society.” Decriminalization and legalization are two of the most successful ways of reducing the 

punitive logics and penal systems. Indeed, decriminalization is a strategy of the attrition model 

(Knopp et al., 2005).  

 Many participants mentioned not having minimum mandatory sentencing and 

criminalizing fewer acts—especially drug use. Instead of criminalizing people who use drugs, 

the following ward of treatment and probation suggested that we could have more facilities for 

people who use drugs like detox and safe supply:  

Like not arresting people for having drugs is the humane thing to do, you know 

what I mean. Maybe like, I think treating people equally would be lovely, too. 

Trying not to entrap people. You know, these sweeps that they do on lower-level 

drug use is a fucking joke, and [these police sweeps] should be criminalized. 

Opening up more facilities for people that are actually ready; having more 

detoxes; giving people a safe supply of drugs to use. I can do this all day.    

The best ‘alternative to the carceral’ is sometimes no intervention at all. However, having 

optional detoxes and other residential and drop-in services would be beneficial for many. The 

following halfway house ward also highlights how no intervention is sometimes better than any 

type of intervention:  

I definitely think that if people have places to go, if someone has a home to go to, 

like many of the women here right now have a home to go to, they should just go 

home.  

In addition to releasing people from prisons and halfway houses, and not criminalizing people in 

the first place, participants suggested we need resources available upstream of prison and so-
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called re-entry initiatives. The quotes below suggest programs and resources that could be 

funded to make prisons obsolete by nurturing caring communities. The following bail worker 

proposed many different services that could be offered instead of prisons, bail, halfway houses, 

and other carceral sites:  

So, the best thing as far as I can tell is to keep, keep pushing on harm reduction, 

needle exchanges, medical support, rehab support. And fully exit this idea that 

we’re going to eliminate addiction. Because we’ve chosen to criminalize certain 

addictions over others; we don’t criminalize cigarettes; we don’t criminalize sugar 

and caffeine and fatty foods; but yet we criminalize other things.  

Services for people who use drugs coupled with decriminalization or legalization would go a 

long way. The above participant, and many others, mentioned the fact that certain acts are 

criminalized. The idea that certain acts—and certain groups of people—are criminalized is well-

discussed in literature (see Coyle & Young, 2022; Crosby & Monaghan, 2018; Maynard, 2017). 

From the RCMP being created and continuing today to criminalize Indigenous people (Crosby & 

Monaghan, 2018) and police officers being more present in Black communities and more likely 

to criminalize Black people (Maynard, 2017), laws and police have been targeting certain acts 

and groups of people since their creation. Thus, semi-imaginable reforms must exist outside of 

this carceral control that is throughout the carceral archipelago.  

 Instead of carceral control and punishment, communities can be provided with proper 

resources to meet everyone’s needs. The following halfway house ward suggests we can build 

healthy communities: 

We must reinvest in communities that cultivate caring relationships to achieve 

genuine public safety that only comes from the social investment of caring for 

each other and our communities. Corrections does the opposite.  

 

We need alternative approaches to carceral controls that nourish a caring community, whereas 

policing often does the opposite and involves violence such as shootings and killings (Crenshaw, 
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2023; Tracking (In)Justice, 2023). The following parolee offers a similar perspective, suggesting 

how a well-resourced community can bring safety and justice:   

Well, [we need] no carceral controls at all. Like I mean, having different, like 

having healthy, well-resourced communities that are inclusive and caring and 

supportive of one another, having healing and transparent justice approaches for 

dealing with social harms that avoid police, courts, and prisons. I mean, letting 

people resolve conflict on their own; policing only heightens tensions. I mean, I 

see that constantly of like, if there’s some kind of an argument or altercation 

among people, someone calls the police; like the altercation could be long 

finished and then the police are just making more problems when it’s already 

done and sorted out. Like, just fucking leave us alone.  

 Instead of police exacerbating conflicts and/or making community resources less 

accessible (Goldenberg et al., 2022), alternative conflict resolution methods—such as restorative 

justice—could be implemented within communities as an alternative to the carceral, existing 

outside of penal systems when harm has occurred. In contrast to the penal system focussing on 

punishing ‘criminals’, restorative justice views the ‘crime’ as a harm to a relationship that needs 

to be restored (Elliott, 2011; Zehr, 2015). Thus, while the penal system punishes the harm doer 

and may prevent further contact with the victim(s), restorative justice may involve the victim, 

‘offender’, and community members to meet and discuss the situation with a focus on meeting 

the victim’s needs. Although restorative justice has potential, it has been criticized for not 

addressing unequal power distributions underpinning relationships (Brown, 2020), which we do 

not want to restore. In response to this critique, transformative justice involves long-existing 

practices and ways of being by oppressed groups that keep each other safe without relying on 

police, courts, prison, and punishment more generally, while also seeking to overhaul systems of 

oppression (Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 2020). Therefore, transformative justice is a 

potential response to criminalized harms that does not perpetuate carceral harm.  

 Restorative justice has found positive results in schools, disrupting the school-to-prison 

pipeline through holding individuals and institutions accountable for harm while forgoing 
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suspensions and expulsions that are three times more likely for Black students (Wadhwa, 2015). 

The following worker viewed restorative justice as a broad approach:  

So, I think something like that, where, and they work with the community, and 

what they said was the reason they call it restorative justice, but it’s not 

restorative justice in the traditional circles and taking ownership … for the crime 

that you committed, not in that way. It’s about giving back to the community and 

being engaged and work that is restorative, right? (worker – halfway house and 

restorative justice).  

 In addition to conflict resolution, another community resource that was frequently 

mentioned by participants was to support employment. If people had access to fulfilling 

employment which builds self-esteem, autonomy, and practical resources to survive and thrive, 

carceral controls would be unnecessary. The following halfway house worker suggests 

supportive employment and free education which could prevent some criminalized acts:  

So, if we were to provide more options, like more supported employment, more 

free education, more benefits. I mean we can just prevent [criminalized acts]. 

Many other participants spoke about income and/or employment as essential for everyone. 

Smiley (2023, p. 175) suggests similar reforms: “restoring all forms of political participation, 

employment opportunities, social welfare opportunities, and access to social and cultural 

capital.”. Having access to adequate social welfare programs would mean no one is abandoned 

by the state. Providing a universal basic income could prevent a lot of gendered violence because 

women would not need to stay in abusive relationships for financial reasons (Meyer, 2012), as 

articulated by the following halfway house ward:  

So, we just need to keep putting the pressure on that; things like universal basic 

income would be huge. Because in so many abusive situations, they could just 

leave.  

If lack of other housing and finances are the reasons some people stay in abusive relationships, 

of course a solution would be for everyone to have what they need to choose a partner, rather 

than accept an unhealthy relationship due to necessity. McAleese (2022) also found that many 



 
 

229 

penal voluntary sector workers questioned carceral logics, suggesting that people need housing 

and a living wage, while moving away from our (over)reliance of prisons. 

Many participants mentioned that criminalized people have faced a lot of traumas. 

Instead of addressing the trauma and providing a safe space for healing, it is well documented 

and suggested that carceral spaces cause more harm and trauma (Coyle & Nagel, 2022; Davis, 

2003; House & Rashid, 2022), as discussed in the previous chapter. By way of an alternative, the 

following worker recognized that for one Indigenous survivor, art was a part of his healing 

journey:    

He’s an indigenous man, who is a survivor [of] residential school, and of 

horrendous Child Welfare background. And … he’s found a way that works for 

him to use art to begin healing and it’s really quite remarkable. (worker – halfway 

house and restorative justice).  

As discussed in Chapter 5, if people have a safe space to heal and engage in whatever helps them 

flourish in their own housing, including optional supports, then prisons and current ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’ would become obsolete. The same worker articulated a simple yet novel 

alternative to residential facilities:  

Like maybe the answer isn’t some place with congregate living, maybe the 

answer is to give you your own apartment. And you get to say what works for you 

in that apartment. And you can have supports—there can be social workers, there 

can be treatment programs that meet your needs, but they can be… I think it 

should be an individualized plan for each person. (worker – halfway house and 

restorative justice) 

Similarly, the following halfway house worker suggested safe spaces and community care that 

contributes to a holistic approach to healing and well-being:  

Harm reduction, unconditional care, community care, giving clients the 

opportunity to feel joy in the things that they do, having opportunities for them to 

rest without the pressure of having to do programming in order to be validated by 

the organization; I think better comprehensive staff training and how to work with 

people who are living with trauma, harm reduction. I’ve said harm reduction but 

like I really want to highlight harm reduction. Like places, safe places for people 

to use, or supplies for people to use. Changing protocols to better reflect our client 
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base and their situations, especially people who rely on drugs to deal with their 

trauma or to just live.  

A safe space looks different for everyone. From an abolitionist perspective, safety can be 

described as “a set of resources, relationships, skills, and tools that can be developed, 

disseminated, and deployed to prevent, interrupt, and heal from harm” (Kaba & Richie, 2022, p. 

2). For the following Indigenous criminalized person, a safe space to heal equated to a place to 

write. Writing was a form of healing and was what this healing lodge participant needed to 

flourish:   

Writing certainly has proved to be my most therapeutic tool. And it started off 

with Aboriginal liaison officers asking me to just write down [in a] journal, and 

they give me these beautiful Indigenous journals but like cover, you know, and 

one after another and fill out every, every, every, every available white space in 

there. I fill it up with words, words will flow and flow and flow and feelings and 

emotions and musings and memories and all these things I was able to write them 

down. I had stacks and stacks and stacks of journals. And after six years of doing 

this, I started going through them. And I started writing a book that took me four 

years to write… 

Writing is one of the many services and opportunities that can assist people with living a fulfilled 

life. Instead of creating more harm through criminalization, safe spaces that encourage 

accountability are needed. A post-release reintegration program worker said that accountability is 

more beneficial, and more difficult, than punishment. 

In actuality, [this program] can be very very difficult to participate in, because I 

had some volunteers that would ask people some very poignant questions, you 

know, what has your fantasy life been about this week? You know, have you been 

around children this week? What was going through your mind when we went by 

that toy store? There’re some very poignant questions that, you know, people get 

asked in [this program] and in one-to-ones. That accountability piece: if you’ve 

got the right people [volunteering in the program], they’ll ask some really big 

questions that you wouldn’t be asked in the retributive justice model. Like most of 

the time, they just decide in the retributive justice, they just decide guilt or 

innocence, then you’re put into the system. Whereas, you know, with [the post-

release reintegration program], it’s like you’re accountable to your behavior all 

the time, and some people, you could be asking really personal questions having 

to do with your… just the way you govern your life. (worker – post-release 

reintegration program) 
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 The need for accountability—which is generally said to be absent within the penal 

system—is emphasized by many scholars (e.g. Jones, 2022; Kaba & Richie, 2022; Smiley, 

2023), suggesting that abolitionists believe that accountability should be an important aspect of 

addressing harm. Along with encouraging accountability, semi-imaginable reforms are about 

addressing the socio-economic factors that influence criminalized acts to occur (Morris, 2023). 

We need to prevent harmful actions through overhauling systemic issues, as suggested by the 

following halfway house worker:  

I think for me, it really really focusses on prevention, and it’s being more… more 

focus and resources on prevention and addressing the systemic causes of why 

people are criminalized. And it’s putting our efforts on that.  

 The penal system blames individuals for their trauma, addiction, poverty, and other 

socio-economic inequalities by punishing people who are subject to those conditions (McKim, 

2017; Nelund, 2021). Instead of punishment—which rarely provides any benefits—semi-

imaginable reforms aim to productively and holistically address these unequal conditions that 

oppress and disenfranchise. Therefore, semi-imaginable reforms are about addressing harm 

upstream (Cohen, 1985), to account for socio-economic injustices. This approach reduces harms 

experienced by communities and may ultimately lead to a decline in (criminalized) harms. 

Diverting people from punitive spaces and providing alternatives outside the penal system are 

what can be done now to progress abolition. However, addressing poverty, and other socio-

economic conditions, cannot be removed from the systems of oppression that underpin and 

intersect with (intergenerational) trauma, poverty and sub-par living conditions, criminalization, 

addiction, and the like. Therefore, the next and final type of reform addresses the carceral logics 

and oppressive structures at work throughout society.       

 



 
 

232 

7.3.5 Unimaginable reforms  

 Unimaginable reforms are often the least imaginable as they require an overhaul of 

oppressive systems that are part of the fabric of society such as patriarchy, white supremacy, and 

capitalism. Several participants cited trauma, addiction, mental health struggles, unstable 

housing, and insufficient access to skilled employment as the root cause of criminalized acts. 

Those are the practical unmet needs that as a society we must address to adequately increase 

people’s standard of living. Although participants mentioned these more tangible factors, they 

seldomly identified systems of oppression that intersect with these unmet needs, such as, inter 

alia, racism, sexism, heteronormativity, ableism, capitalism, and classism. Racial capitalism is a 

term used to describe how mass imprisonment is rooted in racist structures of the past (e.g. 

chattel slavery and Jim Crow laws in the United States or segregated institutions like schools in 

Canada), perpetuating racism as a means to continue to profit off Black bodies in the present 

(Alexander, 2020; Gilmore, 2022; Maynard, 2017). It is not surprising that there were few 

instances where participants discussed these systems of oppression, as they are structural systems 

that are taken for granted, and thus difficult to see and identify in one’s day-to-day life. While a 

few participants did mention sexism, ableism, capitalism, and racism within the context of 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’, no one explicitly mentioned the need to eliminate them.  

 This section begins by discussing capitalism and liberalism, and how they work together 

to justify prisons and are an underpinning logic which subjects poor and marginalized people to 

carceral conditions. Next, I highlight the unequal treatment of women within prisons and 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ as there was a stark contrast between how women and men 

described their time in prison. Ableism is also present in the alternatives as I discuss how people 

who require less support are perhaps more likely to be accepted into the alternatives. Finally, 
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racism was evident in the limited diversity of food options and the concern that, despite the high 

percentage of Black people in prisons (Government of Canada, 2022), most participants in this 

study were white.  

 7.3.5.1 Capitalism and liberalism. Carceral underpinnings are intimately tied to 

capitalism and liberalism, meaning sexism, racism, colonization, classism, ableism, and 

heteronormativity ideologies are employed when capitalism is in crisis to maintain the capitalist 

structure (Gilmore, 2022). Surplus populations, based on racism, colonialism, and others are 

used for profit—currently through mass imprisonment in the United States (Alexander, 2020), 

and an increased rate of being criminalized of those who are Indigenous or Black in Canada 

(Maynard, 2017). Capitalism, as an economic, political, and social system, marketizes all the 

major inputs for production, such as “credit, real estate, raw materials, energy, and capital good, 

such as machinery, plants, equipment, technology, and so on.”  (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018, p. 24). 

Capitalism also commoditizes racialized and classed human labour and thus is a system in which 

the wealthy and powerful rely on the exploitation and expropriation of oppressed populations 

(Calathes, 2017; Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018). Although liberalism is often perceived to be kind,91 it is 

arguably unkind as it sustains the oppressive capitalist state through liberal reforms that fail to 

achieve meaningful structural change (Morris, 2023). Thus, liberalism is dangerous in that it 

supports racial capitalism by trying to make systems better, rather than overhauling them. The 

following bail worker articulates how within a liberal capitalist system, it is difficult to resist the 

huge divide between rich and poor: 

So, if you don’t provide opportunities, and we are under now liberalism and 

capitalism, we are fucked up. We cannot do anything under this situation. It’s like 

a, it’s, it’s really sad in Chile you have those kind of like a huge gap between poor 

and rich. […] But this weird, because they cannot afford houses, but the houses 

 
91 For example, Keillor (2004, p. 85) has described liberalism as “the politics of kindness”. More recently, Obama 

(2013) stated “kindness covers all of my political beliefs”.  
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are bullshit like. Yeah, so you know, it’s kind of like how you provide, I am 

feeling like the government gave you a small pill to calm you down, but that it’s 

not helping, really, to the root, you know. Then we did education, there is the 

public education is really bad, and all the things after that is just privatization. 

(worker – bail house)  

Extrapolating from this quote, I would suggest that we need a different economic system that 

values care above financial accumulation (Tronto, 1993). Under liberalism and capitalism, the 

state enacts reforms disguised as Keynesian supports to oppressed groups. However, the 

structures that ensure some populations are left behind are never identified or addressed as that 

would threaten capitalism itself. Indeed, under capitalism, classism ensures that people with 

more wealth and power are not subjected to the oppressive carceral system, as suggested by the 

following ward of parole and a halfway house:  

I know that […] rich people don’t go to prison. I’ve seen quite a few examples of 

that during my time. So yeah, we’re classed for sure.  

Relatedly, as I explore next, several participants experienced patriarchal control, highlighting 

gender-based oppression within ‘alternatives to imprisonment’.  

 7.3.5.2 Sexism. Although overall, there are fewer women in prisons, women are the faster 

growing prison population (Gilmore, 2022), with Indigenous women being the fastest growing 

sub-population in so-called Canada (Coyle & Nagel, 2022). Gender was discussed in so far as 

female prisons were consistently described as much worse than male prisons (this is not to say 

that all prisons are not awful). While many men described prison as wasted time or even better 

than their ‘alternative to imprisonment’, the women described prison conditions as horrendous. 

The following ward of parole and a halfway house described female prisons:  

And as far as gender goes, like women’s prisons, oh my God, yeah, you know, 

they’re the insidious underground, sneaky, Oh, isn’t it beautiful here, part of the 

system. Lipstick on a pig, I call it, because the system is disgusting and corrupt, 

but it looks beautiful with these little [what] they call cottages that we live in, and 

they’re awful. It’s awful, it’s still prison, and it’s still difficult, and it’s still 

managed by like… we’re still, we’re in prison. There are guards that are looking 
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after us right… supposedly.  

 

In addition, there seem to be more services for imprisoned men, as described by the following 

ward of parole, treatment, and a halfway house: 

I believe, first of all, I believe that gender plays a role in the availability of 

employment programs that women receive. We know from some research that we 

did while we were incarcerated, and just hearing from people who have 

communication with male offenders, for example, that there’s a lot more 

employment and training programs, especially ones that are relevant to real world 

experience, available to male offenders as opposed to female offenders.  

Previous research suggests that women leaving prisons are less likely than their male 

counterparts to have received employment and vocational training while in custody (La Vigne et 

al., 2009). Women are also more likely to experience barriers to employment with a criminal 

record (Grace, 2020) due to the most accessible jobs being hands on work, such as the highly 

gendered field of construction (McAleese, 2022). In addition, women have fewer job skills than 

their male counterparts (Messina et al., 2001), making them more likely to end up unhoused after 

release (Bloom, 1998).  

 Compounding the lack of employment skills and training, according to CSC, 79.2% of 

federally imprisoned women have a current mental disorder (Government of Canada, 2018c). 

‘Psychiatric disorders’ are constructed as objective truth that inform rules that maintain social 

control in the name of treatment (Rose, 1996). These discourses allowed for Ashley Smith’s 

imprisonment after throwing a crab apple at a delivery driver and breaching a probation order 

(LeBlanc et al., 2015). Her ‘unruly’ behaviour (Dell et al., 2009) led to her transfer from the 

provincial to a federal institution for adults (Kilty, 2014). Ashley Smith, at the age of 19. 

completed suicide while guards followed their directions and stood by and watched for 15 

minutes before intervening. Relatedly, women are expected to act a certain way in the penal 

system and beyond, and are further oppressed if they do not conform:  
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Yeah. So, I mean as a woman or female, I mean there’s all these ideas of like 

passive femininity, and like, like, there’s the ideal victim trope that’s in like 

gendered violence studies, feminist literature. I talk about like the ideal prisoner, 

the ideal woman prisoner is like somebody who bows down to the police, and the 

authority, and cries and begs for help and cooperates, and all of this stuff, and acts 

like passive and submission. But if you don’t go along with that ideal, then they 

don’t like you. I never cried in front of police, or prison guards or anything 

because I don’t want them to have that power over me. But they don’t like that, 

they don’t like when you’re strong and tough. (ward – parole)  

 The conceptions of ‘ideal women’ within treatment facilities are explored by Nelund 

(2021) and McKim (2017). These community treatment centres focussed on changing the 

women to fit into this passive, ideal women, which were also classed and racialized. The 

treatment facility that assisted poor and often Black women aimed for women to rebuild 

dependent selves into autonomous women who shared self-loathing and traumatizing 

experiences as part of their healing. Similarly, the following halfway house ward explained that 

staff did not think she was crying enough to be working on herself:  

[staff said] well, you’re not crying enough and I’m like what the fuck do tears 

have to do with guilt or regret like people present grief in different ways and 

people also present grief differently when they’re being watched.  

When women tried to enforce boundaries, such as refusing to discuss certain things, or trying to 

exercise autonomy, such as writing to a judge themselves, this was interpreted as resistance and a 

way to avoid working on the self (McKim, 2017). In contrast, women who could afford private 

treatment (i.e. white, middle-class women) did not have to change themselves but had to change 

their lifestyle. In such situations, substance abuse is seen as a disease that can be healed through 

religion (i.e. Alcoholic’s Anonymous’s 12 step program), which “conforms to middle-class ideas 

of self-control and rationality” (McKim, 2017, p. 102). Ultimately, these treatment centres frame 

inequalities stemming from gender and race as matters of addiction, holding women responsible 

to change themselves.  
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 In my study, I found that women felt penal institutions coerced them into behaving and 

thinking a certain way. While some women can resist internalizing the rhetoric, others cannot—

or choose not to—although no one should be coerced into thinking negatively about themselves. 

Trying to change people’s conceptions of self, and control every aspect of them is demeaning, as 

articulated by the following parolee:  

But I mean all the treatment was certainly infantilizing, right? So, as an adult and 

that’s again common to the institutions designated for women. They want to 

control every aspect of our lives, our bodies, our relationships, our behavior, 

everything. So that’s disruptive. And I’ve seen people be extremely bummed from 

it, like I was able to resist that narrative. But I’ve seen people adopt that narrative, 

and then later, like, feel guilty about adopting it when they realize it’s bullshit. 

And then they’re like, how did they brainwash me? Like all of the system is 

basically about trying to brainwash prisoners.  

Thus, the women expressed an additional oppressive system outside of criminalization. They 

expressed that penal systems are more challenging when women resist being the ideal women: 

submissive, obedient, expressing emotion through crying, and acting ‘feminine’. Again, this 

suggests that people with lower narrative dexterity have a more challenging time in penal spaces 

(Leverentz, 2014; Warr, 2020). Of course, these female ideals are not just within penal 

institutions, but throughout workplaces, family life, media, etc (Pemberton, 2015). Hence, 

unimaginable reforms identify, resist, and overhaul sexism, misogyny, and patriarchy, including 

these pre-conceived notions of femininity and the middle-class, white, liberal ideal that informs 

how women are supposed to act.  

 7.3.5.3 Ableism. Ableism was not mentioned by name but was identifiable within 

accounts exploring who is accepted into, and the accessibility of, halfway houses. Needs for 

people with physical accessibility requirements were not met as at least one halfway house did 

not have an elevator and had the beds on the second floor, excluding many cripped people from 

residing at a halfway house, according to the following halfway house worker:  
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I mean we are renovating so it will be more accessible like in our new renovated 

space; we’re going to have an accessible shower and everything. And like we’ll 

have access to like our own elevator, so there won’t just be stairs. But then again, 

that’s more of the Government of Canada said you have until 2025. 

Currently, the halfway house does not have its own elevator but is required by the Government 

of Canada to have one by this year. Another ward expressed the lack of accessibility within their 

halfway house:  

And you don’t even want to know about accessibility because it doesn’t happen. 

One woman is in a wheelchair, so I was helping her. Office was open, front-desk 

staff was gone. 

As illustrated above, at least some of the agencies did not have proper supports in place nor 

enough staff to ensure accessibility.  

Additionally, a few participants noticed that the ‘clients’ accepted into the halfway 

houses were neurotypical, allowing the halfway house to profit from them while providing few 

resources. The following halfway house worker hesitantly suggests that perhaps the agency 

prefers white, hetero-normative individuals:  

Okay, yeah, I think my point there though is that there hasn’t been a lot of 

diversity in the clients that we’ve been serving, and perhaps that speaks to the 

type of clients that we’re selecting like to admit into our programming. Or that 

maybe it’s not, it’s not an organization that has an appeal for diverse identity. I 

don’t know—like it’s obviously, like you can’t make an assumption based off 

that, but yeah it’s just an observation. 

Interestingly, the worker went on to suggest that there was a high number of Indigenous people 

brought into the program: 

So, if someone was Indigenous and they were brought into the program, even 

though, based on the criteria of the program and based on my knowledge of the 

client after a few weeks, they really needed further care, like they needed more 

care that I could give them. But I think that they were taken into the program 

because they could either pay the rent through, you know, government funding or 

through different Indigenous organizations that were paying for them to be there, 

or because they, it looks good on paper that they, they were having Indigenous 

people come into this bail program because, you know, as we both know 

Indigenous populations in incarceration is extremely, extremely high. 
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At the intersection of racism and ableism, Indigenous people come with more funding but often 

require many supports due to the effects of colonization, such as inter-generational substance 

dependence and abuse. This means that people who are more oppressed perhaps did not have the 

‘opportunity’ to stay in the halfway house, and, instead, remained in prison, with Indigenous 

people as the exception. As Indigenous people currently come with more funding and having 

Indigenous people can reflect positively on an organization, they may be more likely to be 

accepted. Of course, this cannot be a conclusion drawn from the workers’ observations, but is an 

area for further research. However, the idea that white people are most likely to access 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ would not be surprising as racism is seen throughout the carceral 

system (Jones, 2022; Maynard, 2017) and is a tool of colonization (Coyle & Nagel, 2022; 

Monchalin, 2016). Although the facility did not have the resources to address all the cultural 

needs of Indigenous people who are often impacted by years of intergenerational substance 

abuse and trauma, they profited even more from this group of people, financially and 

symbolically. This demonstrates how a liberal reform—that is, increased funding for Indigenous 

people to provide them with increased supports—may disadvantage Indigenous people further as 

increased funding makes them desirable to community agencies who still do not have proper 

supports for them, potentially causing additional harm and revocation.  

Indeed, harm caused to Indigenous people through the history and current reality of 

colonialism cannot be remedied by money alone but must be accompanied by true recognition 

and understanding of the harm done, and a shift toward Indigenous knowledges and sovereignty, 

land back,92 and other measures (see Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015) 

 
92 Land back is a movement which generally advocates for Indigenous people to regain sovereignty over their 

ancestral lands (Land back, 2021). It is a controversial term as many Indigenous nations have never lost their land, 

making ‘land back’ a technically incorrect statement. The term is perhaps more applicable to urban areas and areas 

with pipelines which have been stolen and/or have violated treaties (Sterritt, 2022).  
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that do not expand the carceral system in ways that perpetuate the mass imprisonment of 

Indigenous peoples.  

7.3.5.4 Racism. Racism was evident in two other situations: the halfway house meals, 

and white privilege. The meals provided by the halfway house did not respect religious dietary 

restrictions, as mentioned by the following halfway house worker:   

I did mention that they didn’t really have a lot of options for people who had 

dietary restrictions. So that is kind of pertaining to religion and stuff like that, 

because people who have to eat like halal food, they didn’t have any halal foods. 

As financial restrictions could prevent people from buying their own food, and the halfway 

house should know who has dietary restrictions, it seems either ignorant or racist to not provide 

culturally appropriate food.  

White privilege was mentioned by a few participants throughout their carceral journeys, 

such as the following ward of a halfway house: 

As a heterosexual caucasian descendent of colonial settlers, my treatment in our 

punishment system has been as sympathetic as it gets in the unforgiving business. 

Racial and cultural diversity were relatively nascent realities emerging in 

Canada’s late 1980s. I recognized my privileged treatment later on. I was too 

ignorant, afraid, and appreciative to argue against it at the time, but I could tell 

something was different, easier for me than others. In prison, there is so much 

inhumanity that it’s difficult for most to stand up against anything that might 

benefit them, despite the unfairness to others. Comfort is scarce and privilege so 

rare that the best I could hope is that it would last and sharing it with others 

sometimes risked losing my own. 

 

It is important to note that many of the study participants were white and, therefore, have never 

experienced racism on a personal basis. In addition, the above quote highlights how it may be 

difficult to view racism for those who are benefiting from it—particularly in an environment 

with little relief from inhumane treatment. Indeed, most of the participants with whom I spoke 

seemed more privileged, indicating that perhaps people who have access to these ‘alternatives’ 

that may be ‘better than prison’ are more frequently white, able-bodied, and neurotypical, 
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furthering the inequality divide within the carceral system. In fact, studies have suggested that 

white people have more access to drug treatment courts (Moore, 2007b) and re-entry programs 

(Goger et al., 2021). These findings suggest that due to racism, Black people and other oppressed 

groups are excluded from carceral places that are often described as ‘better than prison’, 

subjecting BIPOC to the worst carceral conditions.  

Before we abolish carceral structures, there must be a cultural revolution and change in 

ways of thinking about and interacting with others (Davis, 2003). Specifically, we must abolish 

systems of inequalities that intersect with the ‘root causes’ of ‘crime’ and other harms such as 

poverty, substance dependence, etc. While individualized care is needed, we also need to work 

on changing the culture, policies, and laws so most people’s needs are met within the social, 

economic, and political structures. Following Tronto (1993) who suggests that we need an ethic 

of care as part of the political sphere, and many other scholars (e.g. Davis, 2003; Gilmore, 2022; 

Nadasen, 2023; Smiley, 2023), society must be restructured to value human life over the 

accumulation of wealth and power for significant changes to be made—necessarily requiring the 

abolition of capitalism (Walcott, 2021). All three types of abolitionist reform must be enacted 

simultaneously to make the unimaginable reforms more imaginable. The imaginable and semi-

imaginable reforms provide the framework and discourse for which to discuss unimaginable 

reforms, meaning they can be brought into the realm of the imaginable through words and 

thoughts. 

7.4 Conclusion 

The term ‘alternatives to incarceration’ is common sense rhetoric which mystifies the 

nature of such initiatives (Wacquant, 2009). In its most literal meaning, treatment, parole, 

probation, and halfway houses are ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, as they are not called prisons. 
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However, these ‘alternatives’ do enact punitive control and rules, replete with workers that act as 

enforcers, and the threat of going to prison at any time. Indeed, there is much literature exploring 

the boundaries of prison (e.g. Moran et al., 2018; Story, 2019; Turner, 2016), highlighting how 

carceral control and coercion extend beyond prison walls. Spatial boundaries are important in 

terms of prisons as they separate people from their communities by putting them in concrete 

walls and cages that are often a spectacle from the outside, clearly delineating the ‘evil’ within 

the walls from the ‘good’ outside (Turner, 2016). Most of the participants considered their 

alternative to be like prison, causing similar harm and barriers to live a fulfilled life. The rhetoric 

of ‘inside’ vs ‘outside’ prison obfuscates the productive social functions of criminalizing acts 

and people who are deemed ‘dangerous’ and/or unproductive to capitalist society (Gilmore, 

2022). The social control and economic stability that prisons bring have seeped into other parts 

of society, often as liberal reforms that seek to make the system better. However, this has created 

more carceral spaces that (re)produce carceral power and ideologies that ensure carceral 

geographies continue (Story, 2019). Thus, many ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are not 

alternatives to the carceral, as they (re)produce the necessity for certain bodies to be 

criminalized, fixed, controlled, punished, and imprisoned. An alternative to the carceral would 

intentionally work outside of the penal system and carceral logics, resisting systems of 

oppression and realizing equal distribution of resources, state responsibilization, and productive 

conflict resolution mechanisms that are not based on systems of inequality, but on care and 

inclusion (Piepzna-Samarasinha & Dixon, 2020).    

When asked if the type of alternative they attended was a good ‘alternative to 

incarceration’, many participants suggested it was ‘better than prison’. The hegemonic necessity 

of prisons is so engrained (Davis, 2003) that prisons are compared to any other way of dealing 
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with harm. Although conceptually we are seeking alternatives to the carceral, it is problematic to 

compare holistic programming to the carceral system, reinforcing its existence. Instead, as 

suggested by participants, we should provide services and a culture of support that leads to fewer 

people being harmed by the state through the equal distribution of resources, along with more 

resolution mechanisms not centered on exclusion and disenfranchisement.  

The insights shared by research participants suggest that ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

are often experienced as extensions of the carceral system and ultimately constitute reformist 

reforms—expanding the carceral net by increasing the time people spend under state control as 

they are transferred from community sanctions back to prisons for acts that would not normally 

be criminalized. This reinforces the idea that liberal reforms build the carceral system stronger 

and hinder a liberated future (Wacquant, 2009). The participants mentioned many potentially 

abolitionist reforms such as decarceration, employment (and employment services), housing 

without coercion or control, and restorative justice. Poverty and homelessness are not 

unavoidable; they stem from numerous policy decisions, often fragmented and driven by 

populism. McAleese (2022, p. 177) aptly stated, “[k]eeping people in poverty is a policy choice”. 

Many participants were also critical of the system to which they were subjected, struggling with 

and resisting carceral control and coercion in many ways, while also imagining tangible futures 

for a liberated world through the creation of abolitionist geographies.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

Informed by abolition geography and abolitionist approaches to reform, this study sought 

to explore the lived experiences of criminalized people subjected to, and workers of, ‘alternatives 

to imprisonment’. This research is important as there is much theoretical basis for how so-called 

alternatives to imprisonment lead to more people being swept into the carceral system, known as 

net-widening (Cohen, 1985) and are part of the carceral archipelago that transfers oppressed 

populations between different carceral institutions, a phenomenon known as transcarceration 

(Lowman et al., 1987). However, this research seems to be unheeded by government actors who 

continue to advocate for and expand the use of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, specifically to 

address racism within the carceral system (Government of Canada, 2021a, 2021b).  

This dissertation is both situated within and in opposition to criminology. It aligns with 

critical criminology in its exploration of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, punishment, and 

surveillance. However, conventional criminology itself is rooted in and perpetuates carceral 

structures by reinforcing an ontological reality of crime—seeking to reduce ‘crime’ rates and/or 

understand its causes within a system that legitimizes punishment. In this sense, this dissertation 

is against mainstream criminology (Cohen, 1998), contributing instead to growing bodies of 

knowledge that create space for alternative forms of justice beyond the carceral state. 

 Through the analysis of various marginalized voices, this study made several empirical, 

theoretical, and methodological contributions, which are the focus of this concluding chapter. In 

terms of empirical contributions to the limited research on ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ 

generally and specifically in Canada, my study identified the beneficial and harmful aspects of 

these programs, while suggesting reforms and other initiatives that could be used outside of 

penal structures. Theoretical contributions include the further development of abolitionist 
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categories of reform. In terms of methodological contributions, this study reinforces the assertion 

that people with lived experience are the experts of their own lives by mobilizing narratives from 

wards and workers with first-person experiences. I unpack each of these contributions in greater 

detail below. Following this, I suggest future areas for research and for community organizing 

and action to progress towards abolitionist futures.  

8.1 Main Empirical Contributions 

To date, discussions on ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are dominated by the assumption 

of benevolence (Government of Canada, 2021a, 2021b) or macro-examinations of their 

consequences, such as net-widening (Cohen, 1985). Outside of this, there are limited, yet 

important, re-entry studies emerging that are critical of these programs—highlighting their 

coercive nature. For example, research in the United States includes an ethnographic study on 

one halfway house (see Martin, 2021), a treatment centre (see McKim, 2017), and a re-entry 

program (see Smiley, 2023). In Canada, there is one account of drawing from staff interviews 

and documents within treatment centres (see Nelund, 2021), and some exploration as to halfway 

house staff perceptions (see Maier, 2020a). Significantly, there is not a lot of research as to the 

lived experiences of staff—but more significantly, wards—of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. 

Further, gaps in the above research studies include the lack of an abolitionist framework,93  the 

absence of criminalized people’s voices,94 and a focus on the Ontario context. My study filled 

these gaps by mobilizing the rising abolitionist lens, which opens space to explore alternatives 

that could be implemented.  

Empirical contributions include the identification of care and support that were present 

within ‘alternative to imprisonment’ initiatives, mainly because of the efforts of staff rather than 

 
93 A notable exception is Smiley (2023).  
94 Again, a notable exception is Smiley (2023). 
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a function of the policies of, and practices endorsed by, the entities they work for. A relatively 

safe place to live, having some staff who cared, and access to some services were all benefits that 

can be considered when assisting people before, after, or instead of being criminalized. Although 

seemingly basic, having a safe place to heal and grow is rare within the literature, with 

exceptions such as research by Smiley (2023) in the context of a re-entry center in Newark. In 

particular, and aligning with an abolitionist perspective, community supports are needed before 

criminalization occurs, such as housing, optional and accessible drug treatment centres, a living 

wage and fulfilling employment, and restorative justice mechanisms. In the name of equity, it is 

crucial to explore these other options.  

However, these benefits appear to exist despite the institutions, rather than because of 

them. Specifically, due to staff motivation stemming from the desire to support criminalized 

folks and remove them from the carceral system, staff often resist carceral control to offer 

support to criminalized people. Thus, the care and support that criminalized people receive 

within the ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ is often not a part of workers’ job descriptions but is 

voluntary and yet a basic aspect of being human. This idea of ‘accidental care’ is new to the 

literature and frames these agencies as structurally harmful with benefits for criminalized people 

being largely dependent on the staff they come across as they are diverted or decarcerated from 

custody. The term ‘accidental care’ provides a framework for understanding many of my 

experiences working within the non-profit sector and those documented in this study. As 

mentioned in the introduction, there was a ‘client’ receiving services from an organization who 

could not change anything significant in their life due to structural barriers—limitations that keep 

people subjected to poverty. Within this structure, I also witnessed staff go far outside of their 

job description to support people who were suffering. In other words, although the non-profit 
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sector and governmental bodies generally restrict the possibility of liberation and genuine care 

that improves once’s life circumstance, individual workers can enact accidental care that 

provides relief from exclusionary control and could lead to significant benefits for the ‘client’.      

A significant empirical contribution emerging from this study is the participant-suggested 

short-, medium- and long-term reforms, many of which are abolitionist in orientation. This is a 

significant contribution as there is little research recommending abolitionist reforms based on 

ideas from criminalized people95 and those working in the third sector. These suggestions 

advance abolitionist reforms while honouring marginalized voices—amplifying abolitionist 

reforms from criminalized voices and front-line staff that are well suited to inform policy, 

procedure, and community organizing.  

Short term reforms focussed on improving current ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ by 

having peer staff and increased practical services such as employment. The proposed medium-

term reforms included no intervention at all, and optional detoxes and other services for those 

who want them. Ultimately these types of reform can open space where longer-term abolitionist 

reforms no longer seem so unimaginable. By establishing abolition geographies where people are 

valued beyond the confines of capitalism and carceral control, we open up new avenues for 

liberation, transforming the inconceivable into reality. Unimaginable reforms included 

overhauling harmful ideologies that underpin carceral spaces, such as sexism, racism, 

colonialism, heteronormativity, and to stop responsibilizing individuals for ‘crime’, but rather 

looking to economic, social, and political factors that lead to an unequal distribution of wealth 

and opportunities. Many of the study participants’ suggested reforms similar to recommendations 

proposed by abolitionist community organizing groups such as those who took part in a study led 

 
95 Again, a notable exception is Smiley (2023).  
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by the Carceral Studies Research Collective (2024) that recommended funding communities 

through additional investments in education, housing, and health care, instead of investing more 

in policing. I suggest it is time that we seriously listen to criminalized people and their visions 

for community wellness and safety. Finally, participants suggested many ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’, existing before and/or after imprisonment. Although critique is essential, it needs 

to be coupled with practical abolitionist possibilities—such as providing relief to criminalized 

folks in the interim and providing people with basic necessities. Thus, the suggestions from this 

study add to the abolitionist body of knowledge by providing tangible suggestions from those 

closest to the target of reform. 

8.2 Main Theoretical Contributions 

I argue that carceral abolition is an important lens to mobilize within theory as it is rooted 

in a radical and urgent need for equity. Although the abolitionist perspective may not be popular 

in academic circles, it is growing in front-line community organizing, galvanized by unjust 

events such as the murder of George Floyd (CBC News 2020a/b, 2023; Montpetit & McFarlane, 

2020), uncovering unmarked graves at residential schools (Dickson & Watson, 2021), and the 

growing divide between the upper and lower classes (McKay, 2023). As seen above, using 

abolition to inform theory and methods that privilege voices ‘from below’ is a practical way to 

reduce the gaps between academic research and front-line organizing which is fighting for a 

better future. In other words, applying abolitionist theory in a practical way helps to progress the 

notion that abolition is a pragmatic and necessary lens through which to enact social change. 

Both academic research and community organizing are important and can work together to 

advance meaningful change (Kaba, 2021).  
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By mobilizing abolition as a theoretical framework—an unconventional approach that not 

only critiques, but actively aims to dismantle and build alternatives to oppressive systems—I 

offer a distinct theoretical and methodological contribution through my methods and analysis. 

Abolition can be challenging to mobilize within academia as it is difficult to obtain funding for 

such research, as it is highly criticized for being utopic, and it is difficult to maintain a cohesive 

and encompassing abolitionist framework due to the many intersections of oppression that must 

be accounted for (Carrier & Piché, 2015b). However, from using the liberal and abolitionist 

reform framework as well as abolition geography, I was able to examine the aspects of these 

spaces that align with carceral or abolitionist geographies. Thus, upon beginning the project, I 

did not assume that they were carceral spaces but used abolitionist tools and participants’ 

phenomenological experiences to explore these spaces and ultimately suggest that these 

‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are carceral extensions. Specifically, my three types of abolitionist 

reform (see Morris, 2023) provide a nuanced framework for assessing whether proposals for 

social change merely reproduce the status quo (i.e. liberal reform) and therefore risk reproducing 

carceral logics, or if they constitute types of reform that have potential to be a part of 

revolutionary change. Put another way, applying abolitionist reform enabled me, as the 

researcher, to analyze the data in a meaningful manner—a hallmark of a strong theory. Through 

accounting for visions of social change from the ground-up via the study participants’ insights, I 

was able to discern which of their proposals constituted imaginable, semi-imaginable, and 

unimaginable reforms. As previously mentioned, imaginable reform suggestions include having 

wards involved in the sanction creation process; semi-imaginable reforms include not 

criminalizing addiction and instead providing harm reduction community services; unimaginable 
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reforms address sexism, racism, and ableism within and outside of ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’.  

8.3 Main Methodological Contributions  

Wards and workers of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ are often both undervalued and 

ignored in society (Wacquant, 2009), which is also often reflected in social science research 

designs. In this light, this research sought to hear from the experts of these agencies to gain a 

better understanding of these spaces. Indeed, I hope that as the reader, you have recognized the 

depth and breadth of knowledge possessed by both the workers and criminalized individuals 

interviewed for this study. Many integrated their lived experiences with additional forms of 

knowledge, including research they had conducted, as well as books and news articles they had 

read. This is significant in recognizing that the participants of this study are, in fact, experts. 

Their knowledge and lived experiences are invaluable, and their proposed improvements warrant 

recognition and thoughtful application in policy and practice. Importantly, research can be used 

to inform policy. The act of basing policy on the suggestions of marginalized voices—

particularly those who have been criminalized—has the potential to radically shift how 

criminalized people are viewed (Brock-Petroshius, 2023). This inclusive approach can puncture 

holes in carceral ideology which constructs criminalized people as ‘bad’ and prisons and re-entry 

programs as rehabilitative. Integrating lived experience is a crucial step toward an abolitionist 

future, as even seemingly small acts—such as treating criminalized people with dignity—can 

gradually challenge and transform dominant carceral ideology over time. The shifting in 

ideology and small practices can make more unimaginable reforms, imaginable (Morris, 2023) 

and can create more abolition geographies (Gilmore, 2022). Therefore, one contribution of this 

research lies in how the methods amplify marginalized voices to inform policy. 
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This epistemological and methodological choice is informed by, and builds upon, the 

movement within qualitative research to value those with lived experiences over those who are 

deemed to be the ‘professionals’, such as those with degrees. I still chose to interview workers as 

they have different, and valuable, perspectives and they are also overlooked, as they are likely 

not often deemed the ‘professionals’. The ‘professionals’ are likely the executive directors, 

program managers, and other positions higher up in the hierarchy. Additionally, this 

methodological decision allowed me to examine the differences between wards and workers, and 

ultimately, I found there was not a significant difference. This finding is substantial as the more 

common-sense perspective would be that workers would align with a more carceral perspective, 

acting more like ‘guards’, which is more similar to what Maier (2020a) found. Although a few 

workers endorsed carceral approaches, most were critical of and frustrated with the initiative 

with which they worked. I suspect that participants were more critical due to gathering 

participants from Dr. Piché’s social media as he is a community organizer, with his social media 

travelled by like-minded individuals. In any case, this finding is hopeful, as it shows that 

abolitionist sentiments are held among ‘alternative to imprisonment’ staff, at least in Ontario.  

An additional methodological contribution made through this study was the use of written 

interviews. Although I only received two written interviews back, I measure the success of the 

method on quality of responses, and accommodation for interviewees. Thus, the written 

interview was a good option for those who would otherwise not have an opportunity to 

participate. I think this format should be an option, when possible, for increased accessibility, 

especially for marginalized people who have a strict schedule, lack technological access, and/or 

prefer to write their perspectives. Although there is some literature about written interviews, 

there is limited reflections on their use (Schiek, 2014). 
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Limitations and Delimitations 

This final section highlights the limitations of this project—namely, lacking 

intersectional and BIPOC narratives—and future areas of study. Both research and front-line 

action are important to approach abolitionist futures. Thus, in this final section I suggest ways 

forward through both academia and action. The goal is for research solidarity work that can be 

used to strengthen the front-line fight for change (INCITE!, 2017). To this end, this section 

begins with suggestions for further research, then finishes with suggestions for action, both of 

which can work towards social change.  

The largest limitation of this study is the lack of intersectional data, particularly as 

abolition (Davis et al., 2022) and critical phenomenology (Magrì & McQueen, 2023) are 

intersectional in nature. Although I asked a question seeking to hear about experiences as related 

to different aspects of identity, most participants had little or nothing to say in this regard. I 

chose not to collect demographic information from participants, due to wanting to foster a 

comfortable, non-clinical environment where everyone felt safe. Although I was hopeful this 

information would naturally emerge when asking the intersectional question previously 

discussed, this was not always the case.    

The collection of demographic and identity information from those in ‘alternatives to 

imprisonment’ would shed more light on intersectional experiences and needs of criminalized 

people. In terms of quantitative data, demographic information as it relates to wards and workers 

involved in ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ such as race, gender, class, physical abilities, and 

mental health status could be contrasted to those of prison populations. I suspect that racism, 

ableism, classism, and other oppressive structures influence who gets the chance to participate in 
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an ‘alternative to imprisonment’, but more research is needed to explore this possibility, as it has 

limited support to date (see Goger et al., 2021; Moore, 2007b). 

Relatedly, a substantial limitation is the lack of BIPOC-specific data. Although I asked 

about different identities that impacted their journey, or the journey of their ‘clients’, they were 

most often unsure of how to respond to this question. This could be due to most participants 

being white and many holding other privileges (e.g. worker, middle class, able-bodied, able to 

participate in an interview). Therefore, it could be that I did not have the opportunity to speak to 

those who had additional systems of oppression at play. Another possibility, and one that was 

supported by some participants, is that only those most privileged are accepted into a halfway 

house, which could also be true for other ‘alternatives to imprisonment’. In any case, it would be 

important to hear from more BIPOC who have been through an ‘alternative to imprisonment’. 

Future research could examine racial capitalism within ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ through 

policy and textual analysis, focusing on how funding structures operate. By analyzing documents 

such as budgets, funding allocations, program guidelines, and legislative texts, we could identify 

funding priorities and determine who ultimately benefits. 

Another shortcoming of this study is that I only had the opportunity to speak with one 

participant of a healing lodge who expressed unqualified positivity for the initiative. This is not 

surprising as Indigenous people who are criminalized often do not get the opportunity to 

(re)connect with culture, language, and knowledges until they are imprisoned, where, if they are 

‘lucky’, they may have the opportunity to speak with elders and attend a healing lodge 

(Correctional Service Canada, 2021; OCI, 2021). Given the debate as to whether healing lodges 

are colonial or decolonial (see Tetrault, 2022), more qualitative research is needed to explore 

how they are experienced by both workers and criminalized people.  
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Like Dixon (2014), I propose that different resistance groups should be working together 

to advance change. The systems of oppression documented in this study and elsewhere are not 

new, with social movements and protests working toward reducing or eliminating them 

throughout history (Dixon, 2014). While community organizing groups work together, 

academics can be harnessed to support these organizers, providing useful, practical knowledge 

that helps advance their cause. I also call on people of various political leanings to come together 

on common ground against neoliberal capitalism, which works against all of us (Fraser & Jaeggi, 

2018; McKay, 2023). Certainly, neoliberal capitalism exacerbates economic inequality, weakens 

social safety nets, erodes labour rights and working conditions, and harms the environment—

effects that disproportionately negatively impact the middle and lower classes (Fraser & Jaeggi, 

2018). Although a small percentage of people financially benefit from neoliberal capitalism, 

arguably the accumulation of wealth does not nourish peace or wellness (George Mason 

University Center for the Advancement of Well-Being, n.d.). Thus, I call on other researchers to 

use their skills and experience to explore areas of study that are practical and useful to front-line 

organizers and workers who are seeking change.  

8.5 Ways Forward in Action 

Certainly, academic research without any community organizing and action is inadequate 

(Davis et al., 2022). Therefore, it is my hope that this study can inform both academic research 

and front-line action. In this final section, I suggest that community members should support 

workers and wards of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’, and that we must all come together to resist 

the ever-growing carceral, neoliberal structure which disenfranchises everyone who does not 

own means of production (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018).   
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It seems like many workers, particularly those at halfway houses, want to resist carceral 

control and provide separation between the prison system and the criminalized people attending 

the facility. However, this is difficult while employed by the halfway house. Therefore, 

community groups could support both staff and wards of halfway houses, which could empower 

staff who wish to resist carceral control and assist wards with practical and emotional supports. 

As we have power in numbers (Ganz, 2024), this could be a powerful tool to push back against 

the punitive and harmful conditions and treatment of those confined to halfway houses (and 

potentially other ‘alternatives to imprisonment’). In addition, mutual aid, in which community 

members donate supplies that wards have determined are needed (e.g. utensils, humane removal 

of mice, food that meets dietary restrictions, computer(s), etc.) could help meet people’s needs 

(Spade, 2020). These actions would not only meet people’s needs but generally resist carceral 

control and power, while protecting the workers who want residents to have their needs met, but 

cannot do so themselves for fear of punitive consequences from the initiative. 

Although we have already read from scholars that liberal reforms lead to a widening and 

strengthening of the carceral (Cohen, 1985), governments continue to implement these 

alternatives that, as seen in this study, continue to make the harmful carceral system stronger. 

Thus, this is a radical call to stop liberal reforms and instead work on abolitionist reform that 

leads to meaningful change, which is already being practiced by many grassroots groups. This 

change will not be advanced by the system that benefits off the backs of criminalized and other 

marginalized groups (INCITE!, 2017). Ultimately, change is made through community 

organizing and activism that challenges, builds alternatives to, and overhauls current oppressive 

infrastructure and ways of relating to each other (Shragge, 2013).  
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Current anti-carceral community organizing must continue to critique, bring attention to, 

and overhaul systems of domination. As Jones (2022) suggests, the current carceral ‘progress’ is 

not unstoppable, as exemplified by The Norwegian Association for Penal Reform (KROM). 

Indeed, Mathiesen (2015) and other members of KROM used an abolitionist framework and 

approach to abolish forced labor in Norwegian prisons, close juvenile delinquency centres, and 

implement other reforms that focussed on rehabilitation rather than punishment. Although the 

machine continues to churn, oppressing, and dispossessing marginalized bodies (hooks, 2015) 

along the way, a combination of academia, policy, media, ward and worker resistance, and 

community organizing has and can once again ignite revolutionary change (Berberoglu, 2018).  
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Appendix A: Letter of Information 

 

Title of the Study:  Experiences of clients and workers of alternatives to incarceration 

 

Principal Investigator: Victoria Morris 

     PhD Candidate | Dept. of Criminology | University of Ottawa 

     Ottawa, Canada | K1N 6N5 

     [email address removed for privacy] 

 

Project Supervisor:  Dr. Justin Piché 

     Associate Professor | Dept. of Criminology | University of Ottawa 

     Ottawa, Canada | K1N 6N5 

     (613) 562-5800 ext. 1812 | justin.piche@uottawa.ca 

 

Invitation to Participate: You are invited to participate in the above mentioned research 

conducted by Victoria Morris as part of her PhD thesis. The interviews are being conducted 

separately from the organization from which you were recruited and will thus not impact your 

employment at or the services you access from the applicable agency.   

Participation: Should you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in a 

one-hour interview on Zoom, in-person, or in writing. The interview will be facilitated by 

Victoria Morris, a PhD candidate in the department of criminology at The University of Ottawa. 

It will be a semi-structured interview, where you will be free to discuss your interactions and 

experiences with the police, prison, and your experiences at the applicable alternative to 

incarceration. If you are not comfortable with a face-to-face interview, you will have the option 

of responding to the questions via written format. Please let me know if this is your preference 

and we can arrange for you to receive the interview guide. 

Purpose of the Study: We aim to learn about: (1) your experiences with police, prison, parole 

officers, and/or any other carceral agent, (2) your experiences at an alternative to incarceration 

(3) any aspect of your identity (i.e. race, sex, gender, class, etc) that has impacted your above 

experiences, and (4) how you envision an effective alternative to incarceration. 

Benefits: This project will provide a space for you to disclose any of your experiences in a safe 

environment. By amplifying your voice, this research will seek to influence policy and 

programming to better meet the needs of those currently subjected to alternatives to 

incarceration. All participants will be compensated with a $50 honorarium.  

Risks: While we do not anticipate any risks to study participants, the process may cause 

unpleasant feelings to (re)surface. To mitigate this risk, participants will have space to speak at 

their own pace. If the questions or conversation become upsetting during the course of the 

interview session, you may also decline to answer the questions. You may also leave the 

interview session or withdraw from the project at any time. If you do end the interview session or 
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withdraw from the project, you can decide at that time if we can use any of the information you 

have provided. 

Confidentiality and Anonymity: The information that you will share will remain strictly 

confidential and will be used solely for the purposes of this research. The only people who will 

have access to your interview recording and transcript are the principal investigator and co-

investigator. Your interview responses will be synthesized with the ideas offered by all of the 

other participants in order to create a report and other publications that advance knowledge on 

the experiences of workers and clients of alternatives to incarceration. All identifying 

information will be removed from the data, and you will only be known by a pseudonym.  

Conservation of Data: Once collected, the data will be stored in locked filing cabinets and on 

computers encrypted with security software located within the home and campus offices of the 

principal investigator and her doctoral studies supervisor. The anonymized data will be 

conserved indefinitely. All identifiable information will be disposed of and removed from all 

devices.  

Voluntary Participation: As noted above, you are under no obligation to participate in this 

study. If you participate you can refuse to answer questions, cease your participation in the 

interview session and/or withdraw from the study altogether. Your participation in this study will 

not impact your employment at or services received from the the applicable agency.  

Study Results: Draft publications based on our research findings will be made available to 

participants electronically upon request.   

If you wish to contact us directly, for whatever reason, please do so by contacting the principal 

investigator at the e-mail address mentioned herein.  

If you have any questions with regards to the ethical conduct of this study, you may contact the 

Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research at the University of Ottawa by email at 

ethics@uottawa.ca, by telephone at (613) 562-5387 or by mail at the following address:  

Office of Research Ethics and Integrity | University of Ottawa | Tabaret Hall, Room 154 |  

550 Cumberland Street | Ottawa, Canada | K1N 6N5 

Please keep this form for your records. 

[signatures removed for security reasons] 

Victoria Morris   

Dr. Justin Piché 

 

Date: 8 March 2022 
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Appendix B: Interview Guides 

Interview Guide 

Wards 

 

1. How long have you been involved with [insert name of agency]? 

2. How did you end up involved with [insert name of agency]? 

3. How has your identity, such as race, gender, and/or class, impacted your journey leading 

up to being involved with [insert name of agency]? How does your identity impact your 

treatment at [insert name of agency]? 

4. Describe your experience with police and/or imprisonment, and how it is similar or 

different to what you experience at [insert name of agency]. 

a. Prompt: Does staff provide care and support? Are you required to do anything 

you don’t want to do? Are you prevented from doing things you want to do?  

Possible follow-up questions depending on content shared: 

a) How is this care/support* similar and/or different than care* from friends and 

family?  

b) How do you feel when you are being controlled* by [insert name of agency] or its 

staff? 

c) Is this control* a bad thing? 

d) Do you ever resist the control*? Provide examples.  

e) In your experience, do you feel this control* is different and/or similar to control* 

exerted by prisons and/or police?  

a. Prompts: does it feel like power and violence?  

5. Overall, do you feel like [insert name of agency] has helped or hindered your life? How 

so? 

6. Based on your experience, please describe an effective alternative to incarceration.  

7. Do you think [insert name of agency] is a good alternative to incarceration?  

8. Do you have anything else to add that we haven’t talked about? 

 

* I will use the vocabulary that the participant used. 

 

NOTE: This interview guide will change depending on what my informants advise me on, and 

responses from previous participants. 
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Interview Guide 

Workers 

 

1. How long have you been involved with [insert name of agency]? What is your 

position? 

2. What was your motivation for being involved with [insert name of agency]?  

3. From your experience, how are police and/or imprisonment similar or different to what 

happens at [insert name of agency]. 

a. Prompt: Do you provide care, compassion and/or support outside of your 

required job description? Are there controlling elements similar to prisons and/or 

police?  

Possible follow-up questions depending on content shared: 

a) How is this care* different than care* from friends and family?  

b) Within [insert name of agency], are you required to control* the clients? Please 

describe with an many examples as you wish.  

c) Do you feel the agency controls* you?  

a. Prompt: Are you required to do anything you don’t want to do? Are you 

prevented from doing things you want to do? Is this control* a bad thing?  

                  d) What does control mean to you? Use examples.  

                  e) Do you ever resist the control* you experience or are required to do? 

      f) How do you feel when you are controlled* by [insert name of agency] 

      g) In your experience, do you feel this control* is different and/or similar to control 

 exerted by prisons and police?  

a. Prompts: does it feel like power and violence?  

                  h) Do you ever feel forced to do anything unethical?  

                  i) How do you think you are viewed by clients? How do you want to be viewed?  

4. Do you feel as if particular identities, such as race, gender, and class have an impact 

on how people end up or are treated at [insert name of agency]?  

5. Overall, do you feel like [insert name of agency] helps or hinders the life of clients? 

How so? 

6. From your experience, what would be an effective alternative to incarceration?  

7. Do you think [insert name of agency] is a good alternative to incarceration?  

8. Do you have anything else to add that we haven’t talked about? 

 

* I will use the vocabulary that the participant used. 

 

NOTE: This interview guide will change depending on responses from previous participants. 
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Appendix D: Summary of Each ‘Alternative to Imprisonment’ 

Both criminalized people and staff expressed that support and coercion characterized 

their experience within their respective ‘alternative to imprisonment’, with little difference in 

perspective whether one was a ward or worker. However, there were differences between the 

types of ‘alternatives to imprisonment’ in terms of presence of support and carceral control. 

Below, I have expanded on these differences which were gathered from the data.  

Halfway House 

 Halfway houses were the agency type most represented by the research participants. I 

spoke with 10 criminalized people who had attended a halfway house and six staff who had 

worked at one. Generally, the staff I interviewed were critical, which may not be surprising as 

halfway houses are sometimes advertised as feminist and abolitionist. Halfway houses were 

often described as having some staff who would listen and care, and as having practical supports, 

such as connecting with services outside of the halfway house and being a safe space to save 

money. However, wards and workers tended to identify halfway houses as an extension of the 

carceral system, with policies and practices that resulted in sending people back to prison and 

having unnecessary house rules and management that seemed disconnected from the stated 

objective of the agency’s websites.96 In other words, the strict rules at halfway houses that lead to 

recriminalization are contradictory to agency claims of support being provided outside the 

carceral system.  

 

 

 
96 I am unable to provide links to webpages to ensure confidentiality of participants and agencies. However, 

participants explained that websites and job descriptions of several of the halfway houses advertised themselves as 

feminist and abolitionist, which did not align with the strict rules that send people back to prison.  
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Parole and Probation 

Although parole and probation are distinct programs, participants spoke about them 

similarly, describing their strict and arbitrary conditions. Parole and probation were often 

referred to as the worst sanction—even worse than prison. One participant chose not to be 

paroled for a variety of reasons and waited out their sentence behind bars to avoid being subject 

to conditional release conditions. As most people have heard stories of being caught for violating 

conditions that would normally not be criminalized, and sent back to prison, the fear of being 

caught felt worse than being in prison for this participant and others. This feeling was frequently 

described as being ‘on a leash’, with only one person mentioning having access to a beneficial 

program while on conditional release (i.e. the Thinking Things Through program). However, the 

benefits of the program seemed to be more connected to the positive relationship with the course 

deliverer than the course material.  

Treatment 

Treatment was described as a positive experience for the wards.97 Participants generally 

characterized their participation as voluntary. However, they acknowledged that their decision to 

attend a treatment program was influenced by a desire to present favourably to the federal parole 

board. Once in treatment, participants described the conditions as structured with very long days 

of emotional exploration. Around half of the participants viewed this structure as beneficial and 

the staff as caring and supportive. The other participants viewed it as more neutral or negative, 

explaining that they succeeded despite treatment rather than because of it. The determining factor 

in the perception of treatment was whether the participants subscribed to the rhetoric of the 

treatment facility. For example, if the participant felt like they needed treatment to change 

 
97 I did not have the opportunity to speak to any workers.  
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themselves, ‘rehabilitate’, and reintegrate into society, then treatment would be viewed as 

beneficial.  

Post-release Reintegration Program 

I was unable to talk with wards of this program but spoke with two staff members. The 

staff described the post-incarceration reintegration program as voluntary and as providing 

support and practical assistance with reintegration into society after being imprisoned. In the 

program, criminalized people speak with volunteer community members to discuss emotional 

and practical aspects related to their criminalized act and (re)integration, such as their triggers, 

obtaining housing, and the like. They also receive practical supports such as transportation to 

church events, support on the phone when needed, and/or other supports. This program is 

sometimes voluntary and occassionally coupled with parole conditions, with workers having 

collaborative relationships with parole officers. 

Healing Lodge 

Although my sample size was small for healing lodges (n=1), this alternative was by far 

experienced as the most beneficial among those who took part in this study, providing the 

participant with access to traditional knowledges, traditions, healing ceremonies, and Indigenous 

histories. Drawing from other participants’ experiences, having contact with elders was 

extremely beneficial as it gave Indigenous criminalized people a chance to connect with their 

cultures, languages and knowledges from an elder. However, it is important to note that healing 

lodges as an ‘alternative to imprisonment’, particularly when run by ‘correctional’ authorities 

rather than Indigenous communities, are still part of the carceral colonial project. This is evident 

in how criminalized Indigenous people do not all have access to a healing lodge, with only those 
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serving sentences in minimum security penitentiaries being able attend one, which excludes 90% 

of the imprisoned Indigenous population (OCI, 2012).  
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Appendix E: Knowledge Mobilization 

 

This section contains a brief list of knowledge mobilization ideas that extend from 

community members to researchers and policy analysts. Of course, this list is not exhaustive and 

consists primarily of starting points for a variety of other ways to mobilize data, while honouring 

the voices of those pushed to the margins who took part in this study.  

Mutual Aid for Residential Re-entry Facilities 

 Halfway house residents and workers expressed the need for necessities, such as forks, 

food, computers, basic supplies, and the removal of rodents. Workers are unable to meet these 

needs without jeopardizing their employment with the agency. This leaves space for mutual aid 

efforts to support those who are currently subjected to these peripheral carceral spaces who often 

do not have public support due to the stigma associated with criminalization, while not receiving 

proper supports for (re)integration. It is important to note that the specific needs of people would 

differ between various agencies and individuals, so asking what is needed and working with 

those directly impacted to address those needs would be an ideal approach (Spade, 2020). 

Community Organizing 

More broadly, this research—along with others cited throughout this dissertation—can be 

harnessed to inform community organizing that focusses on the needs of criminalized people that 

extend beyond the prison walls. Although it is important to focus on providing relief to those 

beyond bars, like some grassroots groups do (for example, CPEP, n.d.), it is also important to 

provide relief and advocate for change within so-called alternatives to imprisonment (Coyle & 

Scott, 2021).  

 

 



 
 

292 

Centering Marginalized Voices to Inform Policy 

When engaging in policy work, it is important to include marginalized voices as these 

broad perspectives can nurture more just and inclusive policy (HR Fraternity, n.d). Indeed, those 

who are most impacted by policy changes are the experts and should have power to be a part of 

change (Finlay, 2024). Those involved in policy work can bridge this gap by including 

marginalized voices in recommendations as “the best policies are those shaped by the very 

people they aim to serve” (Finlay, 2024, para. 10).  

Research to Support Community Organizing 

Instead of researchers going into communities to extract data to use them for their own 

agenda, researchers can provide a service to communities. Indigenous data sovereignty is the 

push for Indigenous people to own and govern data to improve living conditions (Taylor & 

Kukutai, 2016; The First Nations Information Governance Centre (n.d.); Walter et al., 2021). 

This approach contrasts the current extractive research that mostly highlights the tragedies, rather 

than successes and strengths, of Indigenous people (Walter, Kukutai, Carroll & Rodriguez-

Lonebear, 2021). In contrast, research should be a service to communities, being directed by the 

community, for the community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


