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Summary
Canada stands out as a model in the Western world for correctional rehabilitation and recidivism
control programs. At the expense of in-depth criminological and psychological analyses, both of
which have now been relegated to the lowest rank, these correctional programs are presented as
the key to success in the efforts dedicated to control recidivism. However, it is first and foremost
a belief based on a naive vision of human plasticity. But so far, no independent external
investigations have yet been carried out on the actual costs and benefits of these programs. And
even worse, the scientific literature provides all the evidence to help conclude that these
behavioural programs have no overall effectiveness on an inmate population often plagued with
hard-core criminals who have learned to provide the answers a case worker will want to hear.
Using these funds to provide those convicts with the real educational and vocational training they
often lack would be a much more efficient use of public funds and would be of a much safer
assistance to them when they really decide to take charge.
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Introduction
In Canada—a country considered as a leader in the area of correctional environments in the
Western world—, the impartial studies on the effectiveness of correctional programs are rather
scarce. Directly connected to power within a highly politicized hierarchy, those who create these
programs are the same ones who implement them and incense their own results with multiple
publications while being careful not to disclose what cannot be said, whereas no external and
totally independent investigation has been carried out so far on the actual costs and benefits of
recidivism control. The risk would be far too great. As measured through censorship, figures are
sometimes inflated and used as a scarecrow, and sometimes deflated to congratulate oneself on
the work accomplished. These figures are released from the same inaccessible and opaque
source: the State1. Adding to this gag inherent to the public service, university research is
subsidized and filtered by these same government agencies2. In the background of this mass
conditioning built around each program, recidivism is the great unknown that many believe they
will eventually be able to control. This notion is much too vague and has a legal meaning only if
anyone who has already been convicted in the past is convicted once more, regardless of the
nature of the sentence or the type of offence. Results are obtained simply by subtracting the
number of offenders who have or have not participated in a XY program from those who have or
have not "reoffended" within two to three years further to their release3. This suggests that all
those who were on day parole, to name only this form of statutory release, were able to carry it
out smoothly. The absence of any new convictions is the equivalent of success for a correctional
administration. As for the one who commits a criminal act ignored by the enforcement agencies
while he also has a criminal record, the measure of success is still the same. This is an
oversimplistic assertion when one knows that the cessation of a criminal behaviour, whether a
program is implemented or not, depends only on a single individual—its initiator—and rarely on
the case worker.
And if these programs are truly meant to transform the Others into law-abiding citizens, when
each approach is based on the alleged malleability of the individual and thereby improves his
quality of life, what types of individuals are they addressing? Mafiosi in their late fifties arrested
and condemned haphazardly? The members of a cartel? Gangs of bikers or criminal gangs who
only want to build a reputation by giving some examples that will be remembered forever4? The

1

Lowenkamp et al., 2010; Public Administration Select Committee, 2014; Staats, 2013; Taylor, 2015.
Any external request is restricted by two pieces of legislation: the Access to Information Act and the Privacy Act.
After an agreement, the signatures of the parties involved and the right of inspection, the content no longer belongs
to the researcher. At the slightest criticism of the Department, the report ends on a shelf, bringing any subsequent
request to a possible refusal (Editor’s Note).
3
Officially: “The majority of federal day paroles are successfully completed” (Public Safety Canada, 2016) while
the individual is still under control in the community until legal expiration. The prognosis rarely extends beyond
(Editor’s Note).
4
Approximately 700 criminal groups identified in Canada, whose ramifications affect all economic activities in the
country (Criminal Intelligence Service Canada, 2014). Based on police information, there are over 2,000 groups in
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mob who is used to corrupt the highest levels of governments that are just passing by?
Professional fraudsters who are always very friendly5? Those labelled as psychopaths who stare
at you and greet you when just called up to an interview in your office6? All those who just enter
and leave even after thirty years behind bars?
But then, what are we trying to change? A behaviour? Or any inability to lead a balanced social
life? Values? Or choices as one would make with a turbulent child to whom a doctor will prescribe
Ritalin to keep him quiet? All this is not new and is undoubtedly one of the reasons why a
correctional institution is bombarded with these everlasting criticisms in its eternally futuristic
project designed to rehabilitate at all costs those referred by the justice system7. We would tend to
believe that where the family cell has failed, the prison cell remains the last remedy capable of
"curing", within a few weeks or even a few months, those that Justice has locked up behind bars.
We should certainly not look for answers from the thousands of people who are cloistered between
four walls, as the solution is not within their hands, but rather in the core of our drifting cities.
After all, the worst criminals are only our cities’ children weighing less than three kilos at birth.
When we think it over, the challenge is perhaps not so much the efficacy of the treatment itself,
but rather the perception we get from it in the ideological debate8. We will now explore this issue.

A first splash in the pond
Released in the United States in the mid-1970s, a 32-page article drove a tidal wave while the
ideal of rehabilitation was in full swing in North America. This article became almost mythical,
not to say cursed in view of the many populist interpretations and reinterpretations that were
made through the media. It all began with a study written by three researchers—Lipton,
Martinson, and Wilks9—on some 231 programs of psychotherapeutic interventions. The results,
far from those expected by the New York State Administration to be able to undertake a thorough
rehabilitation, were banned from publication as is often the case. Martinson then entered the
scene when he published his famous report10, which, in less than a decade and very reluctantly,
will result in the complete collapse of the rehabilitative model11 in favour of a repression that is
not at all commensurate with reality12.

the United States, who are mostly responsible for trafficking in synthetic drugs, casinos, prostitution, extortions,
arms trafficking and murders (Parker, 2015).
5
Perri, 2011.
6
Cima, Tonnaer and Hauser, 2010; Lambert, 2010.
7
Jackson and Stewart, 2009.
8
François (1979).
9
The effectiveness of correctional treatment: A survey of treatment evaluation studies (1975).
10
What Works? – Questions and Answers about Prison Reform (Martinson, 1974).
11
Read the excellent article by Lalande, 2006.
12
Zimring, Kamin, and Hawkins, 2003.
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Unlike our American counterparts, who follow the law of retaliation13 and have a budget twelve
times higher14, such a title, deliberately provocative but nonetheless tempered, is likely to prompt
many to see in it only pessimistic intents in the footsteps of the late author, and—who knows—to
get some of them to the battlements for the sake of self-justification by failing to see clearly the
dead end in which the word reintegration has been stuck for the last three decades. As this is a
double-edged sword for those who, like Martinson, dare challenge this accumulation of
programs, the reverse approach is very likely to be interpreted as a derogation to any form of
hope, to any ability for anyone to improve oneself. This is pointless.
It is far from that, as few actions are as rewarding as trying to help Others on their journey,
mostly in conditions such as those found in confinement, whereas these conditions are not
systematic, narrow, leaving no room for maneuver to the clinical staff dealing with statutory
quantitative deadlines without any right of action as to the form and content of these programs
heralded as the key to success. It is somewhat as if, with a few exceptions, we were all designed
from the same template, and the criminal gesture would be merely an accidental occurrence
which could be remediated through therapeutic redemption15! However, and as far back as human
history can show, crime perfectly fits with the nature of man, and claiming to be able to eradicate
it from the walls of a prison based on small numbered grids and infantilizing questionnaires is
more a result of election-oriented promises driven and maintained by a massive use of public
funds whereas for many case workers versed in what is now only the forced learning of
repentance, it is a matter of obeying a mission: change Others into honest citizens16.
As this is a massive disenchantment in a democracy that is meant to give lessons, many other
ways remain to be explored, and we have no intention here to prejudice a belief that generates
jobs, goods and services, but rather to put in perspective what continues to be hammered as the
solution to control widespread crime and tackle recidivism through this belief. To relativize and
denounce this leaden scroll surrounding the result of all these therapeutic trials and errors, the
absence of any reflection nailed by censorship down to the last comma, there is this ongoing
determination to indiscriminately impose these programs on entire populations of inmates in the
name of an ideology which is not philanthropic at all, each approach being based on the
presumed inmate’s malleability without which nothing else is possible. For a therapeutic
intervention to take place and retain all its credibility and strength, the case worker must assume
that the Others exhibit a certain plasticity from which it will be easy for him to exercise a form of
behavioural manipulation. This presumption is conditional upon any form of release based on the
standardization of social behaviours17. A commitment with adverse effects towards those who
13

In 2015, in proportional terms, the inmate population in the United States was estimated at 2.3 million individuals
(including adults of both genders and minors). What is missing, however, is that as part if this extensive
confinement, 636,000 of them are released every year (Wagner and Rabuy, 2016).
14
The National Association of States Budget Officers, 2013.
15
Reid and Dawes, 2010.
16
Autes, 1999; Rudes, Viglione, and Taxman, 2013.
17
Quirion, 2008.
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should do everything and the opposite in such a dark and unreal environment 18 should at least
challenge us on how it works, as we know for a fact that the least refusal, abandonment, failure or
resistance will result in the immediate denial of any application for a release.
What researchers have to say
While for some individuals serving a prison sentence, the programs—and I cannot
over-emphasize this—can and will have a real long-term impact on their behaviour, although
nobody knows for how long, believing that these programs can change the decision of whether or
not they will commit a criminal act is more a matter of state propaganda than advertising for a
consumer product19. Although alcoholism, as any other form of addiction with or without
substances, cannot be cured, it can be controlled with all the consequences it involves in terms of
possible relapses. The same holds true for a majority of sex offenders or for those “happy
triggers” who are only trying to prove themselves in a criminal organization20. Even with the best
intentions in the world, there is no cure for this. It is not an illness like prostate cancer or a brain
anomaly that, in itself, would certainly be much more acceptable to the average person,
irrespective of what many experts will have to say on the subject21.
The research environment in its broadest meaning often refers to vast laboratories where
intermingling flasks and algorithms help understand and decipher all sorts of problems each one
more complicated than the others and find what has never been found, whenever feasible. In the
area of behavioural sciences, it is not so simple. Everything cannot be measured with mice or
monkeys, even if our chromosomes, subject to a few variations, are the same. As shown through
bibliometrics and scholarship grants, less than 3% of all published materials still remain as
meaningful, and this is even true, in the area of social sciences, more than in any other field22.
With respect to sexual delinquency, a subject that looks exciting to so many researchers, dozens
of dedicated journals are released on the issue. Several thousand articles are published each year
to a point where organized crime and money laundering for billions of dollars are mere general
news. It must be recognized that behind this apparent malleability of contrition and purely
circumstantial docility, on which the overall literature dedicated to sexual delinquency is based, a
sexual offender belongs specifically to a category of prisoners compromised by the ostracism he
will be subject to when in jail23 and therefore, he becomes much easier to approach than a biker
who is a member of a criminal gang! But behind this morbid fantasy for the Ogre in the fable, the
18

A reference made here to the famous "zero tolerance" policy launched in 1994 by the former New York Mayor,
Rudolph Giuliani (Editor’s Note).
19
Dawes, 1994; Jones, 2000.
20
Browne, 2015; Jacobs and Dondlinger-Wyman, 2014; Melde and Finn-Aage, 2014; O’Brien et al., 2013; Spano,
Pridemore and Bolland, 2012.
21
Anderson, Lunnen, and Ogles, 2010; Blasko and Jeglic, 2014; Braun et al., 2009; Daly, 2016; DeFife, 2010;
Downen, 2012; Latour, Woolgar, and Biezunski, 1979; Latessa, 2012a; Olver, Stockdale, and Wormith, 2011;
Witteman and Bercken, 2007.
22
Higgins and Green, 2011.
23
Ware and Mann, 2012.
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character of the tales of Perrault has now become a serial killer, and research on sexual offences
has not yielded any results.
In 1989, Furby, Weinrott, and Blackshaw24, in a still authoritative classic publication, concluded
there was no evidence that treatment programs had any real impact on the reoffending rate.
Twenty years later, Griffiths, Dandurand, and Murdoch25 drafted a complete list of these
programs—all failures. Across the border, the findings are the same after reviewing nine metaanalyzes conducted by Brooks-Gordon, Bilby, and Wells26, and then by Kenworthy, Adams,
Bilby, Brooks-Gordon, and Fenton27. Beyond the many methodological or sampling
manipulation gaps, these programs are based not only on the presumed elasticity of the convicts,
but also on the disclosure of their actions and, unless he has before him an examination expert (a
discipline that cannot be taught), a convict will tell what he wants28. After all, he has already been
convicted based on what the court understands. And under these conditions, why would he go
any further? What benefits, if any, would he get from disclosing what the Other is unaware of,
when it could be much more harmful to him in front of a case worker who is too often only there
for a short while? All the program iterations avoid getting tangled in these linguistic subtleties.
As for the researchers who work for the government, when facing political realities where they
do not have a complete overview, whereas more than 48% of federal scientists are witnessing
situations where data was deliberately removed from official documents, therefore providing
incomplete, inaccurate or misleading information, they will never bite the hand that feeds them.
More than 90% believe they are muzzled in their work29. And then, after working for years
behind so-called fault-proof research protocols and building a reputation, they end up feeling they
are totally bias-proofed30? This is what power does.
Like tuna nets used to catch sardine schools, it should be remembered that all the criminal
behaviour research around which these programs are built is based on a single pool of
behaviours: those resulting in a conviction. In other words, this is the tip of the iceberg versus
everything we are unaware of and which surpasses us in its scope, when considering that the
overall justice system, the costs for the victims and third parties and the impacts due to the loss of
national productivity amount to $99.6 billion annually for a population of 36 million. This
amount, as astronomical as it seems, is only an underestimation according to the author of the
report31. In the United States, a proportional estimate amounts to $3,200 billion (for a population
of 323 million)32. While the cost of crime cannot be estimated when it comes to maintaining
24

Furby, Weinrott, and Blackshaw, 1989.
Griffiths, Dandurand, and Murdoch, 2007.
26
Brooks-Gordon, Bilby and Wells, 2006.
27
Kenworthy et al., 2008.
28
Brinke, Stimson, and Carney, 2014; Dandurand et al., 2008.
29
The Professional Institute of the Public Service of Canada, 2015.
30
Chalmers, 1990; Hopewell et al., 2009.
31
Zhang, 2008 : The Canadian population as at January 1, 2008, i.e. the Zhang’s report date, was 33 million
(Editor’s Note).
32
Wickramasekera et al., 2015.
25
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public order and security, it is all too expensive. How many hospitals, schools, homes or
highways could we build with such amounts? Clearly, crime is thriving, no matter what side of
the fence you are on.

Programs to tackle recidivism
The basis for this so-called efficacy, which is still spearheaded by the Correctional Service of
Canada (CSC), is based mostly on a few figures surrounding recidivism. These figures are
proportional to the number of arrested individuals who are then convicted when they already had
to deal with justice33, which is an understatement since we know that in the Western world, 18%
to 20% of women and 8% of men would have been sexually abused before age 1834. So the
question is: How many aggressors are actually behind bars?
In Canada, 3 out of every 1,000 sexual assaults result in a conviction35. In the Statistics Canada
General Social Survey (GSS) on Victimization conducted in 2014, 633,000 sexual assaults were
reported by Canadians aged 15 and over (excluding children). Only 20,735 complaints were filed,
with 12,663 recorded by the police, i.e. 1 out of 20. Of these, 1,814 led to aggressors’
convictions, mostly for less than 6 months (4% to 2 years’ convictions or more)36. When
considering murder attempts for 2012, three quarters of them were stayed, withdrawn, dismissed
or discharged37. In 2009, only 28% of the victims of domestic violence filed a complaint with law
enforcement agencies38. In 2014, of the 323,600 victims of violent crimes, nearly 85,000 were
victims of family-related crimes, including 53,647 under age 1839. As in the early days of
settlement, when compared with offences for violent crimes, property crimes in Canada seem to
outweigh sentencing40.
Given these few figures, what do we really know about delinquency, and through it, about
recidivism when the 2014 official data reflect a 6% increase in sexual assaults against children,
16% in extortion offences, +39% in terrorism, +4% in kidnappings, +41% for child pornography
or +8% for identity fraud41? Considering our aging population, disillusionment with the police
and legal system as to the decline in the number of complaints and non-transparency in the way
statistical data is released, going as far as writing that crime is declining all over the world, and
33

Newark, 2013.
Långström et al., 2013; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011.
35
In the United States and in England, of 100,000 sexual assaults, 1,000 aggressors are convicted (Morris, 2013);
Ehrenfreund, 2014; Lisak and Miller, 2002; Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network, 2012; Truman, Langton, and
Planty, 2013.
36
Perreault, 2015; Boyce, 2013.
37
Boyce, 2013.
38
Statistics Canada, 2011.
39
Ibrahim and Burczycka, 2016.
40
In 2011-2012, of 54,561 property crimes, 61% of court cases led to a guilty verdict versus 46,255 acts of violence
(from homicide to various types of assaults), 50 % resulted in a guilty verdict and 41% for the termination of
proceedings or withdrawal (Boyce, 2013).
41
Boyce, 2015.
34
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quoting high-level statements without any other form of verification boils down to making a
clean slate of emerging criminality flourishing with impunity42, over which poorly equipped law
enforcement agencies are virtually powerless: human trafficking43, organ trafficking44,
disappearances, terrorism, animal trafficking45, wild burial or dumping of waste highly hazardous
to the future of humanity46, organized fraud on a global scale, corruption at the highest
government levels, drug trafficking47, tax havens48, identity thefts49, cybercrime, industrial
counterfeiting50, plundering of historical sites, etc. Those responsible for these crimes are rarely
convicted to the point where all the others even end up bearing a strong resemblance...
Before going any further, for the reader unfamiliar with the Canadian system, a distinction dating
back to 1867 must be made here between prisons and penitentiaries. Prisons are for individuals
sentenced to less than 2 years (about 13,650 convicts) and are administered by a jurisdiction
specific to each province or territory51. Penitentiaries, which come under federal jurisdiction, are
for all individuals sentenced to terms from 2 years to life52, for a total of 22,935 inmates,
including 14,856 convicts and 8,070 under community supervision as of March 31, 201553. The
following is some data surrounding recidivism:
1) In 2012 and 2013, 47% of inmates under federal jurisdiction were reincarcerated within the 2
years following their release (stay for breaches of conditions, revocation and, to a lesser
degree, for re-offense’s when known to police authorities)54.

42

Cassara, 2016; Harris, 2016; United Nations Office on Drug and Crime, 2011.
In 2015, human trafficking accounted for more than $150 billion in annual profits, including $99 billion in the sex
trade business. Behind these figures are 21 million victims in the world, 14 million of them linked to economic
exploitation and 4.5 million victims of sexual exploitation (International Labour Organization, 2016, United
Nations Development Programme, 2015).
44
More than 10% of organ transplants worldwide have illegal origins (Nahavandi, 2016; Rainhorn and
Boudamoussi, 2015).
45
As the third largest trade behind drugs and weapons, animal trafficking is estimated annually at over $19 billion
(International Fund for Animal Welfare, 2013).
46
Although it is difficult to establish a figure, this type of traffic would have generated $213 billion in 2014
(Decryptnewsonline, 2014; United Nations Environment Programme, 2015).
47
More than $400 billion a year is the amount estimated by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2016).
48
Amounts estimated between 20,000 and 30,000 billion in 2013 throughout the world (La Tribune, 2013). Canada
is no exception, considering that many Canadian businesses in 2014 hid nearly $200 billion in tax havens (Tencer,
2015).
49
24% of credit cards issued and oustanding worldwide, including more than 9% in Canada (Holmes, 2015).
50
Nearly 500 billion a year (Le Monde, 2016).
51
Reitano, 2016.
52
The determined sentences, as the name implies, have a legal expiration. Indeterminate sentences are those where
the individual is sentenced to life imprisonment. His status remains that of an inmate even upon conditional
release after 10, 15 or 25 years, until his death. His file is then placed in the archives.
53
Not including those on bail (waiting for trial), fugitives, individuals temporary placed in a provincial prison after
an agreement, individuals unlawfully at large, expelled or detained by immigration authorities (Public Safety
Canada, 2016).
54
Parole Board of Canada, 2013.
43
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2) As of March 31, 2013, the rate of releases increased to 25% from 10 to 15 years after
expiration of their sentence term between 1997 and 1998, and then between 2001 and 200255,
i.e. over 2 years. With respect to the re-offense rate with serious and violent crimes
committed within 3 years from a release (before or after legal expiration of a sentence), it
officially reached 10.4%56.
-

These figures prove to be well below official tables since no statistical graph considers those
who were rearrested and convicted for sentences of less than 2 years57 (a prison sentence,
and therefore under provincial jurisdiction, which are never reflected in the data on federal
inmates). In a study conducted in 2015 on the recidivism rate, of the 9,423 inmates released
in 2007-2008, 5,149 (or 55%) were newly convicted within 2 years from their release,
including 4,088 (43%) sentenced to a new term of imprisonment58. The figures are
substantially the same as in the United States59.

-

Data is recorded and compiled only if there is a conviction (which, if a convict is acquitted60,
offsets the act which was perpetrated)61;

-

Date is interpreted only based on violations reported to law enforcement agencies and on
their resolution rate, a rate which varies depending on the type of crimes, on the current
political priorities62, and for this purpose, on the crimes deemed to be less significant in
terms of media exposure63.

-

In Canada, 31% of crimes are reported to the police on average64.

-

From 2000 to 2010, 42% of homicides perpetrated by criminal gangs resulted in a
conviction. Over the last forty years, less than half of those criminals were imprisoned and
then convicted.

55

Reitano, 2016; Report of the Correctional Service of Canada Review Panel, 2007.
Crocker et al., 2013.
57
In 2007, the recidivism for the extended inmate population in 2 years was 75% (North Shore News, 2008).
58
Lalande, Pelletier and Dolmaire, 2015.
59
When tracked over 8 years, almost half (49.3%) of the 25,431 federal inmates released from 2005 onwards, 31.7%
were convicted again and 24.6% were re-incarcerated. For those who were released from a state prison, 52.5%
were re-imprisoned. The median for these two groups of inmates is 2 years (21 months) (Hunt and Dumville,
2016).
60
Not to be confused with the individual who was cleared as innocent (Editor’s Note).
61
Dandurand et al., 2008.
62
Historical data that would allow for meaningful comparisons of crime rates across time is eliminated; as for the
data on the number of crimes, they have been amended, without any explanation, repeatedly and retroactively
(Newark, 2011).
63
In 2009, for Quebec only, 260,628 property crimes (theft, fraud, breaking and entering, and mischiefs) were
reported and resulted in a resolution rate of 16% (Quebec Ministry of Public Safety, 2011).
64
Brennan, 2011; Newark, 2013.
56
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-

In 2010, when a complaint was recorded, the resolution rate was 64% for sexual assaults and
40% for robberies65.

At the Correctional Service of Canada, as of March 31, 2015, with a total of 17,559 permanent
employees66 for 22,935 convicts placed behind bars or under community supervision67, there is
really nothing to boast about with respect to planning purely political objectives and their
unlikely results when everything is built to reduce recidivism—and who knows, to be able one
day to eradicate it...
A question then arises: What kind of work are we doing behind bars in Canada? What is this
calendar determined by a judge and known as a jail term?

Academic and vocational training overwhelmed by programs
Originating in a relatively recent past, the debate surrounding incarceration was mostly centred
on the convict’s education. As the convict had to be released sooner or later, those who had this
responsibility would make sure he would rehabilitate and get his life back on the right track.
Regardless of their current direction at the time, these professionals would legitimate the
institution behind proven reintegration practices by gradually preparing the individual for release.
For almost half a century, every convict had to learn how to read, write, and count before being
able to follow some usually manual training (mason, carpenter, cook, tiler, construction painter,
mechanic, plumber, electrician, etc.). This is a mere distant memory which ended in the early
eighties:
1) In the 177 prisons in Canada—these overcrowded and unhealthy stalls with a 127%
occupancy rate and a critical shortage of duly qualified staff68—, for anything in connection
with support relationship, education or vocational training, the question does not even arise69.
Prisons in Europe, often rightfully criticized, compare favourably with Canadian provincial
detention centres. In 2015, on a population of 24,014 adults70, 10,364 (36%) were in
sentenced custody, 56% on average were sentenced to terms of one month or less, including
28% to sentences of one week or less... Their average age upon admission was 35 years, with
65

Mahony and Turner, 2010.
I.e. 77% of the workforce in institutions. Data excluding casual employees, trainees and students hired for summer
vacations (Public Safety, 2016).
67
Figures not including psychologists, casuals, trainees, vacation students or 7,000 volunteers (Public Safety Canada,
2016; Correctional Service of Canada, 2012).
68
Blais, 2015; Hachey, 2013; Kusch, 2015; Marcoux and Barghout, 2015; Ministry of Community Safety and
Correctional Services of Ontario, 2015; Quebec Ministry of Public Safety, 2015; Owen, 2014; Piché, 2014;
Public Services Foundation of Canada, 2015; Saillant, 2015.
69
This excludes Canadian prisons for the remainder of this article in order to be exclusively limited to penitentiaries
(Editor’s Note).
70
Including 13,650 in pre-trial detention, pending trial or sentencing (See Reitano, 2016).
66
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a profile similar to that found in penitentiaries (addictions, mental health, dysfunctional
environment, intrafamily violence, lack of qualifications, education below the minimum
required by OECD71, criminogenic peer associations, etc.)72, and everything has to be rebuilt.
But in the light of what types of sentences73? With a criminal record as a stamped passport,
which cannot be used as an extenuating circumstance before a judge, re-offense becomes a
strong temptation when there is a monetary purpose74.
2) Concerning also the 54 penitentiaries, 16 community correctional centres and 92 parole
offices, overseeing a total of 22,935 federal (intra and extramural) inmates, more than half of
them are sentenced from 2 to 4 years, including 23% from 2 to 3 years75. This also leaves
little room for any form of training, even once released. Other issues are added, such as the
existing waiting lists76, the staff assigned based on a budget dedicated to each institution, the
high turnover rate (3 parole officers on average77 per inmate in a single year) and the
resulting lack of follow-up maintained over time by a case worker with a full knowledge of
the file78. With respect to the reintegration agenda, the deadlines are set in advance in the
statutes (day parole after serving 1/6 of the sentence, parole at 1/3 of the sentence and
statutory release at 2/3 of the sentence)79.
3) Behind this humanism surrounding parole, which many would like to replicate or imitate,
inmate release policies are primarily concerned with prison cell management. This is a real
puzzle for each correctional facility director, who will not hesitate, if necessary, to impose
quotas to relieve an overcrowded place80. If the number of released inmates decreases due to
new criminal policies, this will necessarily result in a shortage of available cells and, in turn,
in an overcrowding effect81. As the number of cells is lower than the number of cells
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See supra note 86.
Average unchanged since 2009-2010 (Reitano, 2016).
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Several initiatives were well received, but they remain localized (Lafortune and Blanchard, 2010).
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Davis et al., 2013; Geest et al., 2016; Hanrahan, Gibbs, and Zimmerman, 2005; Moses, 2012; Nathan, 2015;
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2013; Urban Institute, 2013; Visher, Winterfield, and Coggeshall,
2005.
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Public Safety Canada, 2016; Office of the Correctional Investigator of Canada, 2015.
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In 2014, about 65% still would not complete their programs before being eligible for their first parole (Office of
the Auditor General of Canada, 2015).
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We should remember that the Correctional Service of Canada's training is very diverse considering that a
university degree (criminology, psychology, addiction, social work or related field experience, without any
specific specialization) remains a "privileged asset" and not an obligation in a competition for an institutional or
supervisory position in the community (Government of Canada, 2015).
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For year 2013-14, only 20% of inmates were prepared on time for their first parole eligibility date and 65% had
not completed their programs prior to their first date of eligibility for parole (Office of the Auditor General of
Canada, 2015).
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Parole Board of Canada, 2015a.
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It is 70% less costly to maintain an inmate in the community than to keep him incarcerated: $34,432 per year
versus $115,310 (Public Safety, 2016).
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Grandpré, 2013.
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dedicated to the imposed sentences82, the flow of admissions needs to be managed, often
without any connections with the content of criminological and psychological assessments.
4) Even for long-term sentences (sentences from 10 years to life83), there is not strictly any
vocational training, while three quarters of inmates have no trade upon admission84 and more
than 60% are either persistently underemployed or unemployed before their admission85.
5) In terms of education86, almost two thirds have a level below grade 8 (functional illiteracy)87;
6) Another muted reality, while there are here and there some workshops dedicated to the
manufacturing sector for the manufacture of furniture intended for administration, no
certification or equivalence recognized by the Ministry of Education is issued88. Adding to
this dismal vacuum, the work schedules cannot be compared to a trainee’s working day in
everyday life89. An unskilled individual upon admission, who will be released after 5, 10 or
20 years, will have nothing more to assert in an environment where job insecurity means
millions of unemployed90.
7) While the inmate is required to do everything, from pushing him to make use of his own
resources and thereby magnify any outcome to the benefit of year-end statistics, in 2015, The
Office of the Auditor General of Canada sounded the alarm: "... There is a total lack of
organizational vision and strategic objectives in terms of employability within the
Correctional Service of Canada and absolutely no governance structure or policy specific to
employment"91.
8) Overcrowding projections from 2018 will only aggravate this already alarming situation. As
the ongoing unit enlargements are made from the outside to the inside, and not the other way
82

In 2013, 14,807 cells for 15,224 inmates, hence the current double occupancy rates (Office of the Auditor General
of Canada, 2014).
83
All life sentences in Canada are entitled to a conditional release of 10 to 25 years and a 3-day parole release
(Editor’s Note).
84
Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2015.
85
Office of the Correctional Investigator of Canada, 2015.
86
As a societal reflection, in 2015, 70% of the unemployed in Canada had difficulty reading and writing (Vailles,
2016). For the Canadian population as a whole, according to data from OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) for 2012, 12 million or 48% of those over age 16 did not reach Level 3 of Literacy
(difficulties in assuming new skills presupposed by any modern society) (Langlois, 2012). Taking this time the
example of Quebec in 2014, one in five people had major or very important difficulties in reading and writing, a
level below literacy level 1 (Dignard, 2014).
87
Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2015.
88
This was current until the early eighties (Editor’s Note).
89
Not more than four hours per day, even if it refers to eight paid hours directly charged to the canteen fund (Editor’s
Note).
90
Another societal reflection in Canada for year 2015 was that 4.7 million (or 13.8%) of households lived on low
income and 1.34 million (or 19%) of children under the poverty line (Heisz, Notten, and Situ, 2016).
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around, they nibble some already greatly reduced space and increase a most explosive
promiscuity. Consequently, cells of 5 m2 are double-bunked. This was a temporary measure
in 1981, but it became widespread throughout the country92.
9) As is often the case, the maintenance, laundry, cooking services and the manufacturing
sector are used to keep inmates busy, close the door to idleness as “the devil’s playground”,
provide them with a seemingly normal life, but this will certainly not help them when they
are released.

Is Canada really a model for others to follow? Faced with this lack of education and vocational
training, and before addressing the content of these programs and mostly the curriculum of those
in charge of their administration, we should provide an overview of the evolution of clinical
analysis, now tied hand and foot to serving computerized objectives.

Clinical analysis
It all started in the late eighties. Faced with the rise of an increasingly violent criminality,
combined with an increase in the prison population, and taking over a little too much confidently
the succession of a very expensive and long overcome psychiatry business, criminologists and
psychologists were in turn eventually lost in the labyrinth of interpretation, resulting in 10
different assessments from 10 randomly selected case workers, including at least 4 totally
opposed assessments. These differences amount to risks for the safety of the general public, and
mostly for the reputation of an organization. Therefore, a way had to be found to reduce the
disparity and implement a more consistent way of thinking and doing. This was a mea culpa that
few professionals, as they were surprised, would admit in the heat of the moment. To dilute these
blunders based on an unavoidable subjectivity, as speculations and other judgments
overestimating or underestimating the risk would sometimes appear in the headlines, new
policies that came to the rescue would give rise to mass conditioning through scales and actuarial
tools to determine their degree of intensity. In Canada, everyone would follow in at the same
pace and in a single direction93.
1) In 2015-2016, although this was not always the case94, with a ratio of 16 inmates per parole
officer (community facilities and offices)95, the administrative case load and the timetables as
set by the laws have become so cumbersome that no one dares take a stand when it comes to
refer an inmate, to the point where many are wondering whether there is still a true analytical
92

Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2014; Buzzetti, 2014; Kennedy, 2014.
Bensimon, 2012; Kalmbach and Lyons, 2006.
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Until the very end of the 1990s, it was not uncommon to see a parole officer in charge of some forty inmates
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content. How can a fair and informed position be taken when an inmate has been met only
once or twice in a year?
2) With the implementation of these programs placed at the very top of the social reintegration
agenda, criminological analysis has retreated behind a list of actuarial automatisms96. As a
result, the documents required to assess the risk are neither wholly white nor black97, often
poorly written by authors who have no other status than a parole officer position
(inconsistent training from province to province)98.
3) Engaged in this capacity and at a lower cost than a psychiatrist compared with the situation
in France, the parole officer remains the key player for the overall analyses and the
management of each case, from admission to the sentence legal expiration. So far, however,
there is a single professional criminology association in Canada99. The latter is not
recognized by the federal authorities, whereas most parole officers, at least for the Quebec
administrative region, are licensed in this discipline (three years of university education).
Recognizing the special status of a professional criminologist for a province at the expense
of another province where no education is provided in the field could not only force the
federal department to raise salaries for this type of graduates, but also create a specificity that
does not exist anywhere else, which would amount to opening a Pandora’s box. This is a
very unlikely decision, as the same level would be required in each parole officer’s position
competition across the five administrative regions100. For the central administration, the
"completion" of documents as carried out from coast to coast by a young graduate in
criminology, literature or botany is largely sufficient for the task.
4) Based on the analyses and recommendations made by the parole officer on duty, decisions
made in hearings are under the purview of decision-makers appointed and supported for
services rendered to a political party101. Their authority rests primarily on the verification of
criteria surrounding the completed correctional treatment plan and the results from actuarial
scales. Has the inmate completed (yes or no) his plan and, if so, what does he have to say
about his understanding of the actions that led to his conviction? It should be noted that the
Correctional Service of Canada remains under the control of the Parole Board of Canada
(PBC), which is itself under the authority of Public Safety Canada.
96

Reports and files are formatted according to a predefined framework, leaving no room for maneuver. This is
compounded by the use of actuarial scales whereby the case worker can no longer make a decision and is limited
to clerical work (Editor’s Note).
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Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2015.
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See supra note 77. As required, each competition is different. Certain positions are awarded without even going
through this route; others require equivalence (Editor’s Note).
99
The Ordre professionnel des criminologues du Québec (OPCQ) was established on July 22, 2015 (Editor’s Note).
100
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101
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5) Faced with these criminal policies, which have completely relegated clinical judgment to the
background, thus negating any criminological specificity in connection with the objectives
linked to the magic of the programs, to the benefit of engineered contents built on predefined
empirical data free from any reflection to help target and prioritize the needs according to a
set of indicators by simply clicking yes or no to develop a correctional treatment plan102,
many seasoned parole officers should be able to respond, ask questions, and challenge the
validity of some instruments. Since absolute obedience is required in the ranks subject to
major and immediate sanctions, no one speaks.
Behind the seemingly open-door policies carefully crafted by some departments, no one can
or is even entitled in Canada to criticize the relevance of implemented policies whereas every
four years, a complete cabinet reshuffle is carried out following the appointment of a new
government103. Similar to the Department of National Defence and the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police104, Public Safety Canada is in the front row, and under its command, the
Correctional Service of Canada (CSC)105 is recognized for its lack of transparency, as
evidenced by the results of each survey conducted since 1999106. As for the correctional
services in general, which is a very costly and unprofitable organization, their very survival
is also compromised even when the poor results surrounding these emphatically called
"therapeutic" programs are far from enlightening, without interfering with their exportation,
irrespective of the culture and history of the ordering countries107.
6) For more than 15 years, all the referrals and decisions made for inmate release purposes
involve the active participation of the individual in what has been planned with or without his
consent upon admission. Generally speaking, all this occurs within three hours of
interviewing and for the heaviest cases108… Again, this raises serious questions about the
international reputation intended for the Correctional Service of Canada.
7) As mentioned above, although an inmate has an obligation whatsoever to get involved in or
attend any treatment in connection with the identification of his computerized needs, should
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Government of Canada, 2011a; 2011b.
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Correctional Service Canada, 2013.
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he refuse, this will keep him behind bars until his sentence has legally expired109. As a
survival instinct, whether he hardly or barely feels the necessity of it, his interest will be to
play the game without wasting time. Well used to question and answer periods ever since his
early placements in secure centres for juvenile offenders110, this individual will eventually
say what the other wants to hear, mostly when this Me Myself and I repeated word
combination remains as his only escape111. Therefore, this requires a character and a
personality well versed in all forms of manipulation to be able to measure the degree of
responsiveness112, which cannot be acquired through a university education, however
prestigious the institution might be, but through the reality of a very hazardous journey in the
field.
8) Staffs is too often left to themselves, far from being sufficiently qualified 113 and supervised
to deal with various criminal typologies let alone able to counterbalance in front of inmates
who are generally older114 and with life histories that are not commensurate with their sworn
interviewers. A clinical assessment cannot be designed as an assembly line, but this Other
who carries a number is perceived only through the eyes of the organization, and the
situation could hardly be otherwise115. There is no possible balance between the statements
of the experienced or unexperienced parole officer and the individual in front of him,
especially when it comes to major crimes.
9) To protect himself from what he hears and attempts to analyze versus his education and
skills, the parole officer will carry out many assessments only superficially. Due to a lack of
time and support, production and compliance with the statutory deadlines 116 prevail over the
quality of the content.
10) Mood or personality disorders, obsessions, addictions with or without substances, anxiety
states… criminologists and psychologists will try to have the offender respond, to the best of
their knowledge, not to mention anything to be more or less disclosed in interviews provided
they devote a lot of time. Due to a mad rush caused by multiple schedules, there is no more
109

At least for so-called determinate sentences (indeterminate sentences being those where in Canada, the individual
is sentenced to life imprisonment). His status remains that of an inmate even upon conditional release after 10, 15
or 25 years, until his death. His file is then placed in the archives (Editor’s Note).
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time left to carry out worthwhile assessments, and trying to interpret what the Others thought
or felt before, during and after a robbery, murder, rape, drug deal or assault, hoping for a
hypothetical change in perceptions and behaviours, is far from being easy for just anyone.
This requires far more than a power of understanding and empathy spread over a simple
37.5-hour schedule.
11) The involvement of the parole officer in front of the inmate also has its limitations. Empathy
cannot be displayed in a piecemeal approach, but rather over time and in a straightforward,
direct, honest, human, seamless relationship, which most case workers are no longer able to
assume because of the appalling turnover rate.
12) Many boundaries in the understanding of any criminal behaviour will never, ever be
overcome. Few parole officers dare to venture onto the spongy lands of attraction, pleasure
and fascination surrounding the preparation of the criminal act. As a vicarious effect, for
those who make the effort, no one emerges unscathed and no one will receive more merit117.
13) For the parole officer, the line between a so-called normal state and an abnormal state is
never as clear as some would like to believe. Beyond the nature of the act and its recurrence
in the form of cycles, nothing can really distinguish an offender from a non-offender118. Very
often developed on the basis of criteria that determine antisocial behaviour (to take only this
example in almost all assessment reports), the therapeutic intervention will collapse when
confronted with free will. Hence this inextricable maze which combines deterrents
surrounding any custodial sentence, a relationship of makeshift support depending on
specific cases and blackmailing in the event of a denial.
14) Assessments take place as part of interviews that are only learned on the job. Their quality
depends on the personality of the parole officers, their experience, their motivation to go
down to the bottom of the well and to go back to the top119, their ability to listen and to hear
what this Other is saying or what he does not say. Their assessments are based on a
continuous upgrading of their knowledge (which is rare, again due to lack of time and loss of
interest in view of accumulated backlogs), the genre, their persuasion skills, whether or not
there has been media coverage of the case, their ability to keep their distance without being
invaded (transfers and counter-transfers)120, accumulated backlogs that leave no room for
interviews, political pressure through intermediate authorities at the top of the pyramid to
force the parole officers to produce a report including a recommendation that has sometimes
been dictated121, in addition to the overwhelming influence of the correctional subculture
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(inmates and staff), as well as the condition of the premises, notably the conditions under
which this information is collected to manage entire lives.
15) Since the therapeutic intervention goes in circles, as evidenced with the myth-generating
machine and its catalogue of ready-made recipes, which have already started to crash ever
since it is now only the offender (often a functional illiterate), and no longer the parole
officer or the psychologist, as was the case a few years ago, who now has the burden to
demonstrate that he is no longer a danger in order to deserve to be released122? This is a
strange shift, to conclude these few statements around the clinical analysis.

The toolbox and the worker on the assembly line: the Program Officer (PO)123
Cognitive Behavioural Therapies (CBTs) are paramount in the Correctional Service of Canada
Toolkit. Criminal conduct would result from "shortfalls" or "cognitive gaps" requiring prompt
correction, nothing less.
1) The Program Officer continues to rely endlessly on the alleged malleability of the inmate and
follows standardized protocols designed to replace negative ideas and inadequate behaviours
with thoughts and responses in line with reality124.
2) While programs are directed indiscriminately at whole populations, these piecemeal results
refer to very specific subcategories of offenders who have been involved in a particular
program over a given period125.
3) Often without any specific training or diploma (which is not required for this type of job), the
Program Officer126 is more like a group facilitator, no matter how lively he is.
4) The Program Officer, regardless of the criminal typologies assigned to him, is bound by a
tacit agreement to predict the outcomes set out in his Terms of Reference. In order to ensure
a smooth operation, he has to implement the strictest procedure, knowing very well that he
will have to deal with a non-standard clientele, and that the unexpected should always be
expected and will remain unachieved.
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Government of Canada, 2012a (revised 2016.05.19).
Not to be confused with those who assess and follow up the inmate throughout a sentence (Editor’s Note).
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Integrated Correctional Program Model (ICPM).
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Bensimon, 2014.
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123

@ www.laurent-mucchielli.org

18

Philippe Bensimon, "What if all the inmate reintegration programs were helpless?"
Délinquance, justice et autres questions de société, June 16, 2017.

5) His daily life is not amenable to any empirical calculation or precise measurement, and any
personal initiative remains banned considering the number of participants and waiting lists.
His interventions to complete the XY program are based on here and now.
6) Whether working in a correctional setting or in the community, the Program Officer does not
have to judge, let alone interpret, each phase framing a specific group of inmates versus
another. Standardization remains the rule, and what he needs to know to be able to
implement it can be learned after only a few days of training127.
7) Policing interventions surrounding a versatile criminality focus on the most serious offence,
and not on a set of criminogenic factors. The individual sentenced to 2 years and 8 months
for about 60 breaking and entering events128, possession of weapons, drug dealings, assaults
and sexual assaults with a dozen years of background experience or so over a period of
several years will have a treatment plan to emphasize sexual assaults, even though this is,
officially at least, a first occurrence on the record.
8) The risk of recidivism, which is the cornerstone of any correctional treatment plan, is too
often associated with the time length of a sentence while a judge will rely on the nature and
severity of the offence, and not on the risk of recidivism129.
9) There is no consistency in sentence terms. The prognosis extends over a limited period (2 to
3 years following the individual's release before or after the sentence legal expiration),
whereas some predatory behaviours require much more meaningful and longer-term results.
There is some ambiguity to be resolved if we consider that a sentence invalidates its
“therapeutic” outcome as it infringes on the treatment term130.
10) The following is difficult to admit: in some categories, offenders cannot be treated 131. In
these categories, only the sentence terms and criteria surrounding the notions of dangerous
offenders, Long Term Supervision Order (LTSO)132, National Criminal Offender Registry
Subjects as per the Criminal Code133, or Detention134 can strengthen prevention and
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deterrence where the case worker's interventions and programs give way to coercion. In
2015, out of 781 offenders subjected to LTSOs, only 113 could complete "successfully" their
supervision period135.
11) Reported results are disproportionate and supervision costs are prohibitive in the programs
designed for sex offenders, who account for only 15% of all federal inmates.
12) In a single therapeutic group, whether the intensity has been assessed as moderate or high,
learning cannot be consistent from one inmate to another. For some, the shock of
incarceration is not related to the time length of their sentence, but rather to their
environment and the artificiality of the places they have not chosen136. For an individual to
be able to learn and interact appropriately with his environment, he should evolve in a world
balanced with its opposite—a linear, predictable, controllable world137. This has never been
the case when in jail.
13) Depending on the moderate or high intensity, any program will vary from 3 to 6 months138.
With such a schedule, expectations cannot be realized when considering the requirements
and time period allotted at the rate of a few hours a week.
14) The inmate's commitment is based on the relationship established between himself and the
case worker. As with the parole officer, a relationship depends on experience, maturity,
interest, listening ability and openness in a climate of trust and mutual respect. This cannot
be achieved overnight, given the very short duration of programs, and the turnover rate of
inmates and staff involved. Any meaningful relationship remains virtually impossible139.
15) There is no individualized handling, but rather a model, a framework imposed between the
first day and the last day. Same subject, same tirelessly repeated sentences. Each inmate will
understand what has been transmitted according to his own scheme of interpretation. Again,
interpretation is subject to an infinite variety of factors not taken into account by the case
worker, such as age, individual personality traits, ability to learn, responsiveness, personal
problems increased tenfold by confinement, location, circumstances of the information
circulation, and expectations140. It is somewhat like watching TV with a single channel,
without any button on the set and with a remote control located in another room. Some are

or serious harm to another person, a sexual offence against a child or a serious drug offence (Government of
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watching the screen, and others are directing their thoughts until all this process ends as soon
as possible. The act of attendance is a proxy to involvement.
16) Asking an inmate to understand the source of his troubles, the reasons for his obsessions and
addictions, his anxieties that led him to a pre-offence situation is demanding a lot from an
individual in the national average bordering on functional illiteracy! After a few weeks, or
even months, the results are indeed phenomenal: as a true caricature peculiar to the Canadian
correctional world, thousands of individuals are barely able to read and write, but are capable
of reciting entire sections of the DSM-5.
17) In conclusion to these few considerations, which are far from being comprehensive, there is
no survey carried out by an outside organization with the correctional population, would it be
only to know how strongly they believe in the benefits, and above all, in the promise of a
better quality of life, all imposed subject to a denial of any form of release...

In a world where social values are far from being acquired by all
Killing, assaulting, stealing, defrauding or trafficking all stem, indeed, from a deliberate and
rational choice which, once fully matured, depends on the circumstances surrounding the target,
places, timing and interpretation specific to each offender's reasoning141. Offenders make their
decisions with the intimate conviction that it will remain unpunished forever. The opposite would
be pointless. Because of this determination to override the prohibitions, of the risks incurred and
of their physical, moral and material consequences, the convict is deemed to be fit for trial.
Otherwise, for those who would have been guided by a voice from beyond the grave, the
benevolent auspices of medical practice and its medicine box—psychiatry—are there to watch
over, without being successful, since Pinel142, in healing anyone, even less when a criminal
behaviour is involved143. The psychiatric jargon is often only the hidden face of morality
matters144. Even assuming a psychiatric disorder can be caused by an anomaly of a biological
nature, this would not give more weight to a diagnosis, simply because such a finding would
defeat the notion of mental illness and consequently, it would no longer be a mental illness
matter. Medical research itself has never been able to demonstrate the biological nature of any
criminal disorder145.
Beyond all expectations, many events, unrelated to any so-called therapeutic approach, can
prompt an offender to quit his criminal behaviour to find a rewarding job, to start a family, to
141
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meet a soul mate, or to awaken suddenly when struck by a serious illness, by the impossibility of
going to gather on the grave of a loved one because he is incarcerated, by the loss of libido due to
his age, by a new environment far from his peers, by God, etc. Learning is central to mankind,
and yet it is necessary to want and feel the need for it; however, all this cannot be negotiated as
long as the individual has not decided otherwise or reached the bottom of the barrel. The change,
if there is any will to change, can only take place after so many years, driven to the vagaries of
life and to testing oneself once in the midst of a crowd. Not before146.
In this world where social values are far from being vested, accepted or shared by all, it is no
longer reasonable to induce the Others to become "empathic" towards the word “victim”, to
become accountable for their actions without always seeking to take refuge behind all sorts of
pretexts, to remind them, in case they did not know…, that killing, raping, stealing, drug-dealing,
defrauding and extortion are not the sort of things that should be done and to avoid a return to
square one147, which is our common purpose, as clinical criminologists and psychologists. In the
core of a city, prison is only a tool like the courts or the police, and not a solution; it is not the
final answer to crimes either, but it is rather constructed in the hope that those who temporarily
live there will never be back again. The implementation of these engineered programs is there
only—I repeat—to legitimate this rationale of confinement beyond an aspect that would be
purely punitive, even if a prison is nothing more than a prison, however modern it may be. But
enough with the theory: in fact, it is futile to believe that these programs will lead these
individuals to never again break the law where too often delinquency has permeated them from
their early childhood, when gains, power, the appeal of notoriety switch to action, pleasure and
immediate satisfaction and that this is the last time they will get caught... All this has nothing to
do with the hope or the ability for a man to become better.
1) Of all our evils, and they are numerous, would there be nothing but crime and their
perpetrators to interfere with our quest for happiness?
2) Between what we are and what we would like to become, who do we believe to persuade by
displaying this forced involvement: those who are already convicted or would it be rather our
inability to counter all our evils when nearly half of the planet lives on less than two dollars a
day148? When before the age of five, more than 3.1 million children die each year from
malnutrition149? When men looking to escape the reality and since the dawn of time fall into a
thousand and one addictions150 when they do not make war?
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3) What is humbly called "group therapy" has no other purpose than to divert our insight by
giving ourselves a good conscience; this has also transformed the Others who, in many
respects, are so much like us.
4) In a world where all is only temptations exacerbated by social inequalities and scandals at the
highest level, who would still dare carry the torch and become the outstanding model—a
purely theoretical view which changes so much in each century?
5) How can we believe that treating this tiny minority of convicted people can respond to the
predatory behaviour of men, wherever they are and come from151?
6) Beyond these endless debates, do we not idealize man by granting him a perfection that he
never had to a point where we want to transform a delinquent into a flower dealer?
7) But upon reflection... what if the programs surrounding the reintegration of our inmates
served no purpose other than to hide our faces for fear of seeing the beast152?

Permanently subjected to a thousand temptations, criminals still have those same desires from the
dawn of time. Fleeing routine, boredom and, if need be, by force and cunning, by spending
without counting, juggling with all kinds of excesses, by loudly proclaiming their omnipotence,
alone or with others. Something unachievable, wearing a factory one-piece153. The prisons? There
are several of them. If you refer to these blocks surrounded by high grey walls and barbed wire,
this one is reserved for the unwary, and then each trade has its own risks, right? The prison with its
bars is also designed to frighten, to curb the ardour of all those who would be driven by the same
hunger, the same temptations while they are part of the herd working for a paycheck. What a
miserable destiny all this is! Is there really nothing more festive on earth, more playful there, right
now and not tomorrow, because tomorrow, it will be already too late? A lock, a door, breaking and
entering a house or an apartment at the risk of falling face to face with its occupants, for the
novice burglar or the one who has already proved himself, is to experience many adventures all
more thrilling the one than other before recommencing two blocks away. When responding
blissfully to the customs officer that he has nothing to declare while carrying 10 kilos of cocaine in
his luggage, what a crappy job could secrete as much adrenaline, as much pleasure and profits in
such a short period of time? Making the law by sowing terror in organized gangs or using poverty
as a breeding ground for human trafficking, what is more profitable for the pimp or smuggler in a
market where the supply has to meet the demand of the average citizen? For the pedophile and all
that fuels his distortions154, nothing is worth the mouth or vagina of a girl whose cries will only
reinforce his feeling of impunity preceding the gesture and that we meet with all those who do not
care about bans written by and for others. As I have often heard from many robbers or burglars

characteristic directly related to alcohol, 3.3 million deaths, or 6% of the mortality rate in the world (World
Health Organization, 2015).
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when I asked them: "Why a loaded 9 mm, with a bullet in the barrel?” the answer would be: "It is
to defend myself better!"
No, it is hardly easy for the average citizen who uses the pedestrian crossing to cross the street, to
recognize that their neighbours may have experienced a real pleasure to do wrong and especially
to enjoy it. An example with a strong media connotation: the body of a girl found in a ditch and a
few days later, to the great displeasure of the neighborhood, the photo of her attacker on the
headlines. – "It is not possible! Such a kind, good, courteous, hard-working man!" Later, in
prison, subjected to a battery of tests and treatments, he will have to learn to live behind bars, his
gaze lost on a calendar imposed by a judge while waiting for his release. Is he still driven by his
fantasies when the light goes out and the heavy door closes at night? What does he see that we
will never see when we believe we know?

Learning to answer what the other wants to hear
The term rehabilitation, used in the medical vocabulary, is intended to bring the patient closer to
his original state prior to his illness, before a trauma or following an accident. In the field which
we are concerned with, the word has something puzzling... What kind of original state is it when
the end justifies the means and that delinquency has taken root from adolescence, or even from
pre-adolescence?
Rehabilitate, re-socialize, reinstate, reintegrate, readapt, re-educate, reform… these are all
synonyms reminding us of the religiosity of a long-gone period for these modern-day priests with
wishful thinking based solely on discovering the individual who broke the rules. As being
convicted has no preventive effect, the “regrets” are learned by heart and recited when the time
comes. This is one of the first things you learn in group therapy. Hollow formulas are used by
those who drag their victims whereas the vast majority of inmates were never whatsoever
enabled, socialized, inserted, integrated, adapted or even educated to any skills whatsoever155;
very often, they have neither the words nor the intellectual capacity and even less the will to
change anything156. As a modern-day priest, each participant has the duty to bring back the lost
among the flock. In the presence of a judge, is the individual who is convicted already half
forgiven when he makes an act of contrition? And when he goes as far as appearing and
apologizing to victims under the fond umbrella of restorative justice? All this can be learned by
heart through the dialectics of programs.
Let us take a very simplified example demonstrating the whole difficulty when struggling against
so destructive a pleasure: tobacco-smoking. Despite the countless advertising campaigns
155
156
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surrounding the danger of cigarette-smoking, despite tons of documents released by the highest
medical authorities for the past three decades, the thousands of deaths caused by cancer, aversive
advertising displayed on every cigarette package and constantly rising prices, deciding to quit
smoking is one thing. Keeping away from cigarettes is quite different. The pleasure outweighs
the consequences, no matter how tragic they are157. The same situation can be found with
alcohol158. Any form of dependence is a choice even though it should lead to the grave159.
Criminal behaviour rests exactly on the same principle, on the same perception between risk
experience no one is supposed to ignore and the concept of a pleasure which is always ephemeral,
because it is continually unsatisfied and therefore has to be repeated160.
True fail-safe programs for those who find themselves between four walls and are more often
than not unknown to the law enforcement agencies will, if they are eventually discovered,
generate much larger benefits than excitement and pleasure of action; better also than cashing in
easily and illegally what any salary could buy. Nothing is actually worth this carelessness,
easiness, playful whim there is to steal, traffic, defraud and rob a bank, venting frustrations with
violence or ejaculating on a little girl’s face161. Actually, such programs can only reflect some
ideals, at least for the time being, because the (…)logists are no longer the only holders of this
mass conditioning. Some others are seriously concerned about the issue162… provided obviously
this does not become a second storage track for a non-liability case under a medical
prescription163 and for the gobbledygook of defence attorneys with a lack of inspiration for their
misunderstood clients164.
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Conclusion
In a society governed by laws, there is no such thing as zero risk and, failing any other criminal
proceedings alternative surrounding the issue of recidivism, correctional treatments merely serve
as a pretext for a confinement that has no other purpose than a punitive dimension. It also has a
public dimension as, when confronted with the media or in front of a weeping family, the
authorities will affirm, with a hand on their heart, to have tried everything to prevent such a
tragedy from happening again. This sentence will release the prison administration from any
responsibility towards the victims165.
If prison is hardly a solution to crime, should not all these inmate release policies be reviewed
and the system of revolving doors be reduced between freedom too often granted automatically to
any conformist individual and his return behind bars for the umpteenth time? The punishment is
in itself the basic program since it allows the individual to deserve to be released, but on
condition that its time length is significant and not fragmented for economic reasons that bring
absolutely nothing, to the individual or the general public. Many other avenues can be used
without industrial training, since not everyone is near, but at least, and for the most part, we
should give them access to education and training to help them get what they do not have. Unlike
programs, learning to read and write is easily measurable. Sports activities in a gym or on a
sports field should no longer be the property of a few proud-to-arms as has been the case in
Canada since the end of the 19th century166, but a place of effort and self-esteem, discipline and
hygiene in the respect of laws and human dignity167.
What I have been emphasizing for years, to the clinical staff, the uniformed officers and all my
students, is to always consider the reality of the environment, a reality comparable to no other.
We should never become accustomed to the silence which seems to reign there, which reflects
violence in a latent state; we should have the capacity to respond to all kinds of unforeseen
circumstances, to the most urgent demands, while very often they are not, but can quickly
become so for all those who are held captive. We should never lose sight of the suffering that no
case worker is able to really understand. Working there only makes our knowledge more
fragmentary, since life behind bars does not start from 8 to 4, but rather in the evening, at night,
during the weekends and the holidays that will never be holidays. It is the reality we should cope
with, between the possibility where everything might have started over again the next day and the
expectations going far beyond what the individual is able to accomplish. Imposing oneself is not
done through a rushed calendar and even less on a computer screen, but rather when two
individuals meet: a coach and the one who cannot erase the past.

165

Except if there is a professional mistake (Editor’s Note)
As with recreation, sports are not practised in the federal or provincial institutions in Canada (Editor’s Note).
167
Ekholm, 2013; Gallant, Sherry and Nicholson, 2014; Ginneken, 2014; Joseph, 2015; Nuytiens, 2012.
166

@ www.laurent-mucchielli.org

26

Philippe Bensimon, "What if all the inmate reintegration programs were helpless?"
Délinquance, justice et autres questions de société, June 16, 2017.

Built less than two centuries ago, the Eastern State Penitentiary168, a key institution at the time
and for the rest of the world, is nothing but a heap of ruins where it is hard to imagine that
generations of men have left their souls there. Times have changed since then, and yet, we should
know that tomorrow, some others will look at you, as a vestige of a bygone era. It is now up to
you, as future professionals, to stand out and distinguish yourself through your outstanding work,
to create new avenues, to be innovative without fearing those policies which are only temporary.
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