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Abstract 
	
 Kingston is undeniably a prison town. As the venue for Canada’s first prison and current 

home to nearly twenty percent of the nation’s federally incarcerated people in seven 

penitentiaries around the city, prisons undoubtedly influence the economic, political, and social 

life of Kingston. While Kingston’s identity as a prison town is touted by the local municipality as 

beneficial for the community, people who have been incarcerated and released into Kingston 

have a different story to tell. Reintegration – the process of leaving prison and re-entering the 

community – is inevitable for the majority of incarcerated people in Canada. However, people 

who are released from prison into Kingston have reported significant difficulties maintaining 

lasting or successful reintegration despite the overwhelming presence of local prisons, their 

supporting administration, and an extensive network of non-profit and charitable service 

providers. Reintegration into the community is not only a physically exhausting experience, but 

one that is emotionally fraught with feelings of anticipation, uncertainty, fear, anger, and 

boredom. Based on twenty-three interviews with formerly incarcerated people in Kingston, I 

argue that attending to the emotional geographies of reintegration in Kingston, where people 

both struggle with and resist violent reintegration discourses of risk and responsibility, is critical 

to developing a more equitable reintegration praxis. I contend that understanding how people 

with prison experiences feel in the community not only brings the ethics of current reintegration 

practices into question; it also reveals how neoliberal discourses of risk and responsibility extend 

beyond the walls of the prison, prolonging the haunting effects of the settler-colonial carceral 

state in the everyday lives of formerly incarcerated people. 
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The ghost arises, carrying the signs and portents of a repression in 
the past or present that is no longer working. The ghost demands 
your attention. The present wavers. Something will happen. 

 
– Avery Gordon (2011),  
“Some Thoughts on Haunting and Futurity” 

	
	
The system is broken. It’s broken because they’re not saving any of 
these kids, or very few. So, something is obviously wrong with the 
system. But because it’s the system, it keeps repeating itself. 
 
   – Shanadora, Interview transcript 
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Prelude 
	

I think I might have seen a ghost. I think I might be haunted. I was in downtown Kingston 

one day, during the summer of 2018, when I realized that the building I had been working in as a 

part-time jewellery sales associate for the last six years was made of limestone. This is not a 

revelation in and of itself. Any Kingstonian knows that limestone is everywhere in Kingston. It’s 

in the cobblestone on which we hold our weekly farmer’s markets every summer, and where we 

build our skating rink every winter. It’s in the buildings we claim as our city’s most beautiful – 

but also our highest-maintenance – architecture. It’s what gives Queen’s University, the Royal 

Military College, Portsmouth Village, and the downtown core their historic charm. It’s below our 

feet, carrying the water to our homes, which we then purify with our Brita filters. It has even 

given Kingston a second moniker, the Limestone City, which has since been co-opted by 

prominent businesses and the local tourism industry.  

At this point in my life, I thought I was well acquainted with the limestone. I was born in 

Kingston and had spent a few years here as a child before moving with my family to Trenton, a 

forty-five minute drive west of the Limestone City. Having both my parents’ parents live in 

Kingston meant frequent trips back to my birthplace throughout my childhood. I came back to 

Kingston for my undergraduate degree in Health Studies at Queen’s University. During the last 

two years of my degree, I began to research the injustices of the Canadian criminal justice 

system and the challenges of life after prison, particularly regarding health care provision and 

overall wellbeing. Following my undergraduate degree, I had a freshly minted Bachelor of Arts 

hanging on my wall and had been accepted to pursue a Master’s of Science in Health Promotion 

to study public health policy silences in prison-community reintegration service provision. 

Although I had already decided that I wanted to seek out the perspectives of formerly 
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incarcerated people about their reintegration experiences in Kingston, the limestone cemented 

this idea in my mind, not only as a desire, but as a necessity.  

Because of my research, I had heard rumours, stories about how the limestone had come 

to be the building blocks of Kingston, that it was prisoners who quarried, carried, and built our 

infrastructure, including their own cages (Taylor, 1979; Pentland, 1981; Johnson, 1989; Oliver, 

1998), but I had never pursued these fragmented anecdotes as fact. But on that day, the presence 

of the exposed limestone bricks and their signature musty smell in our studio would not allow me 

to simply dismiss them as the taken-for-granted building blocks of the city I call home. The 

arrival of this haunting was, for me, like the swift but clamorous arrival of a poltergeist in a 

horror film: “both uneventful and apocalyptic, a point of departure and an entry point for an 

ontology that corresponds with a future that has yet to come” (Belcourt, 2016, p. 26). As I began 

to pay attention to the limestone that was crumbling around me, I noticed cracks in the violent 

settler-colonial foundations of the Limestone City, producing a realization that the violence of 

the past always already informs our present and future. On that day, my life changed; I became 

obsessed with the limestone and the carcerality they embodied, the truth they held about what it 

really means to live in a prison town. With the help of others (some of whom had also seen, 

heard, or felt the presence of the limestone), I began reading, searching, digging for the truth. 

This thesis is about what we dug up.  

Ever since that day, if I listen really carefully, I can hear the limestones speaking to me. I 

don’t actually know if the stones are speaking to me specifically, or if they’re speaking to each 

other, planning a revolution, a reckoning. Perhaps they are simply longing to be heard by any 

passer-by who will stop and heed their stories. But, right now, as I write this thesis, the intended 

audience of the stones’ haunting seems inconsequential. All I know is that Kingston, my home, 
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now seems unfamiliar. The stones that I once thought to be insignificant, because of their 

monotony, their everyday qualities, have come to haunt me, to disorient me, and to create in me 

a drive to produce a something-to-be-done.  

I didn’t really have a language to articulate the significance of the limestones, and of 

haunting, to this project until I read Avery Gordon’s Ghostly Matters (1997). Gordon’s (1997) 

work in Ghostly Matters and elsewhere (2008; 2011) on prisons has inspired much of my 

thinking for this prelude and my thesis project more broadly. In her introduction, Gordon (1997) 

describes haunting as, “those singular yet repetitive instances when home becomes unfamiliar,” 

and as “distinctive for producing a something-to-be-done” (p. xvi). 

Papa, my grandfather, had the same drive to produce a something-to-be-done. I don’t 

know if he reckoned with any ghosts, but I do think that he was haunted by the things he had 

seen. Papa, also known as Keith, Dad, or Grandpa, spent his forty-plus year career as an 

advocate for people in prison, out of prison, and those who were stuck in between the two. He 

was an Executive Secretary for the John Howard Society of Hamilton, a deputy warden in Prince 

Albert, a warden in Charlottetown, and a case management officer in Joyceville. He was also a 

volunteer after he retired, accompanying people from prison on outings in the Kingston 

community, even as he wrote excoriating letters to his former employer, the Correctional Service 

of Canada (CSC), about inequitable and discriminatory parole conditions on behalf of those he 

knew who were still ‘inside.’ Despite his prominently institutional résumé, Papa never really 

subscribed to the risk-management discourses of prison operations. Even as a case management 

officer in Joyceville Institution, his last position before his retirement, Papa was still somewhat 

of a liability to his superiors.  
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Resisting these risk management discourses is, I’d like to think, part of Papa’s legacy, 

and is a tendency that I have certainly inherited. Papa died of lung cancer at the beginning of the 

summer of 2018, the summer I heard the limestones speak for the first time. Papa relished in the 

opportunity to tell stories. Looking back now, I wonder if telling stories was one way that he 

reckoned with his own haunting, whether he knew it or not. One story in particular continues to 

stick in my mind. We were driving to one of Papa’s chemotherapy appointments at Kingston 

General Hospital. The hospital was an hour away from where Papa lived at the time, giving him 

plenty of time to tell ghost stories. I was in the passenger seat, craning around to see Papa’s face 

as he told me about a parliamentary investigation into the penitentiary system in Canada in 1977. 

“There was this report, see, that investigated all the prisons, and some of the stuff that was in it, 

it was unbelievable. Do you know how Millhaven opened?” I shook my head, “no” and Papa 

continued.  

It was 1971, and Millhaven Maximum Institution in Bath, Ontario was slated to open 

within the year as the province’s newest maximum-security prison. Many within CSC saw the 

construction of Millhaven as a necessity. Kingston Penitentiary (KP), the only maximum-

security institution in the province at the time, had already been in operation for 136 years; KP 

was overcrowded, dilapidated, had little to no rehabilitative programming, and was nationally 

Figure 1. Papa's Performance Evaluation Report, dated November 27, 1992. 
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known for its violent reputation (Kennedy, 2013; Schwartz, 2013). The plan was to transfer a 

number of people from KP to Millhaven when the construction of the latter was complete. 

However, the news of the imminent move from KP to Millhaven only added to the resentment 

for CSC harboured by the people living in KP. There were rumours that Millhaven was worse 

than KP, and many who heard such stories couldn’t fathom a place worse than the hell where 

they were already living. The tension became untenable. On April 14, a group of KP’s residents 

took six correctional officers hostage and killed two of their fellow prisoners in frustration, and 

in an effort to have their concerns taken seriously (Kennedy, 2013). After KP was secured four 

days later, it was obvious to those who worked at KP that many of the prison’s inhabitants 

needed to be moved immediately (Kennedy, 2013). Not only was there so much damage done to 

one of the ranges that it was deemed uninhabitable, but, as Papa told the story, “it was thought to 

be a risk to have people in the prison who knew the building well enough that they could break 

out of it.” There was no choice in the mind of many CSC officials; Millhaven would have to be 

opened before it was ready.  

“There was a school bus, you know, a yellow school bus, that picked up the people who 

were going to be transferred,” I could tell Papa was building up to a finale. He usually had a 

smirk in the right corner of his mouth when he knew he had you hooked, but not this time. This 

time, he was obviously upset. “And when the bus got to Millhaven, it pulled up, see, the main 

entrance to Millhaven is set back a bit from the parking lot. So, the bus pulled up and along the 

path to the front door, the gate, were staff members with, and they were angry, see, about the 

riots and the people who had been taken hostage. So, they had bats, and two-by-fours, and they 

were lined up on either side of the path to the front door and the inmates had to run the path, in 

between the lines of staff in single file, as fast as they could to get to the front door while the staff 
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were hitting them with clubs. They had to run the gauntlet into the prison. That’s how Millhaven 

opened.” He scoffed and shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe some of the other things in that 

report.”  

	

Figure 2. "Millhaven Today," paragraph 177 of the Report to Parliament by the Sub-Committee on the Penitentiary System in 

Canada. 

	

Figure 3. Papa's copy of the Report to Parliament by the Sub-Committee on the Penitentiary System in Canada, 1977. 



	 xvii 

“They had to run the gauntlet.” Although not commonly used in present day 

conversation, I had heard the phrase “running the gauntlet” before. In the late seventeenth 

century, it was a form of punishment used in the Swedish army (OED, 2020), but now, “running 

the gauntlet” is often a metaphor for facing public criticism. What’s different about the gauntlet 

in Papa’s recounting of Millhaven’s opening ceremonies is that it didn’t end. Traditionally, 

running the gauntlet was the punishment; when a soldier reached the end of the path, retribution 

for his offence had been paid in full. For the people who were forced to run the gauntlet into 

Millhaven, the gauntlet was only the beginning.  

What I didn’t understand at the time that Papa told me this story was that the gauntlet 

doesn’t end when someone leaves prison either. For some, it never ends. The blows you receive 

aren’t usually from bats, two-by-fours, or beatings from guards or other incarcerated people, but 

from parole conditions, surprise visits from the Repeat Offender Parole Enforcement (or ROPE) 

Squad,1 homelessness, unemployment, debilitating health issues, and bureaucratically 

constructed loopholes in service provision; and the aftershocks you feel aren’t swelling, bruising, 

a concussion, or breaking bones, but uncertainty, loneliness, anger, and loss. How I understand 

the phrase “running the gauntlet” in the context of incarceration, and inevitably reintegration, is 

now imbued with the violence that saturates it, that is dripping from it. What is important to 

remember here is that violence is never only physical. Emotional blows are, in some cases, even 

more devastating – and revealing – than physical ones.  

																																																								
1 The Repeat Offender Parole Enforcement (ROPE) Squad “tracks down repeat offenders who are missing or wanted 
for breaching parole conditions” (London Police Service, 2017). Some people with prison experiences have 
explained to me that the ROPE Squad also conducts random checks for suspicious behaviour as formerly 
incarcerated people go about their day. I’m told that they drive around Kingston in a pick-up truck and are dressed in 
army fatigues.  
2 All people mentioned in this thesis have been assigned pseudonyms to protect their privacy and confidentiality. 
Each of the twenty-three people who spoke with me for this project was given the opportunity to choose their own 
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My Papa and his ghost stories matter to the story that I’m about to tell you. Many of us 

are, perhaps, even implicated in this story, but we can’t see past the narrative’s façade to 

recognize ourselves in it. For instance, in Ghostly Matters, Avery Gordon (1997) wrote 

something that I couldn’t understand until I began writing myself into this narrative. She says: 

“We are haunted by somethings we have been involved in, even if they appear foreign, alien, far 

away, doubly other” (1997, p. 51). I am haunted by the speaking limestones in Kingston, by 

Papa’s stories, and by the experiences of the twenty-three people I spoke to as a part of this 

thesis project. I am haunted by these things even as I am implicated in the oppressive systems of 

power that make these hauntings necessary in the first place. I am haunted, not as someone who 

has experienced incarceration, poverty, racism, colonialism, homelessness or unemployment, but 

as a researcher, a student, a volunteer, and a white, middle-class-born, cisgender settler living on 

the stolen lands of the Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee Nations. But while I am haunted by my 

implication in this story, as someone who benefits from multiple intersections of privilege at the 

expense of others’ dispossession, it is also true that my Papa, my previous research, my political 

and academic orientations towards a critical – if not radical – public health praxis, and other 

things that shape who I am make me susceptible to haunting in particular ways. Simply put, I am 

not an objective observer of the phenomenon of prison-community reintegration in Kingston. 

Instead, I am profoundly wrapped up in it, even if at first glance it appears unfamiliar. 

This thesis is written with an understanding that haunting can be socially transformative, 

that when ghosts make themselves known to us, when we begin to realize that we are all 

unmistakably wrapped up in what is “foreign, alien, far away, and doubly other,” we may begin 

to imagine otherwise (Gordon, 1997, p. 51). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
	
 This thesis is an attempt to commune with ghosts, “to follow where they lead, in the 

present, head turned backwards and forwards at the same time” (Gordon, 1997, p. 57). It is the 

product of the stomach-churning, palm-sweating realization – the kind of realization that you 

can’t believe you didn’t know about before you knew it – that violent histories are never actually 

over. These histories shape the foundations of our present, exhibited in and through our everyday 

lives. While this thesis reckons with my own haunting, it is primarily an attempt to create space 

for people with prison experiences to explore their own ghost stories, to try and understand that 

“even those who haunt our dominant institutions and their systems of value are haunted too by 

things they sometimes have names for and sometimes do not” (Gordon, 1997, p. 5). 

More specifically, this thesis is about people with prison experiences and their attempts to 

reintegrate into the Kingston community after being incarcerated in a federal prison. It is a 

recognition that these post-prison experiences are emotionally saturated with both the violence of 

the settler-colonial carceral state and resistance to it. These reintegration experiences are always 

already informed by the full realization that the violent histories of incarceration could not only 

come back to haunt you in the community, but that they could become your reality, once again, 

at any moment. Put simply, this thesis is an exploratory study of the geographies of reintegration 

in Kingston, particularly of the emotional geographies of the transition between prison and the 

community.  

 Throughout this thesis, I use the term geography to describe three distinct spaces of 

reintegration. First, the term geography refers to the physical and social landscape of Kingston. 

As the “prison capital of Canada”, Kingston is a unique place in which to reintegrate following 

prison (Gillis, 2012). Understanding that ideas of prison, reintegration, and criminalization in 



	 2 

Kingston are not only shaped by global discourses of capitalist profit and neoliberal 

consumerism, but local histories, economies, and identities of Kingston as a prison town is 

crucial to interpreting experiences of reintegration in the Limestone City. Second, reintegration 

geographies refer to the physical places of reintegration: parole offices, Service Ontario or 

Service Canada, the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) or Ontario Works (OW) 

offices, spaces of non-profit and charitable service provision, meal programs, walk-in clinics and 

emergency rooms, shelters, the streets of the downtown core and northern neighbourhoods of 

Kingston, etc. Reintegration takes place (literally) in these locations and is inevitably shaped by 

the people, discourses, and structures that pass in and through these places. Finally, and most 

importantly for this thesis, I use the term geography to refer to the space of the body. As living 

beings, our bodies are vast repositories of past and present geographies (Jones, 2005). For 

example, scars, stretch marks, and callouses (or the lack thereof) remind us of where we have (or 

haven’t) been. Similarly, memories of past events – painful, joyful, or somewhere in between – 

influence the decisions that we make in the present to either avoid or achieve specific futures. 

Likewise, then, emotions are created, stored, hoarded, and released in interactions between our 

bodies and the world around us. Certain places make us feel specific things, and this fact, while 

perhaps mundane, is incredibly important in the context of reintegration. While some may 

dismiss a critical exploration of emotions in place as a triviality, I argue that such a discussion 

can yield transformative possibilities in our everyday lives. 

Based on the emotional and embodied expertise of people with prison experiences, I’ve 

come to understand the geographies of reintegration in Kingston as a kind of fractured space. I 

know I’m not alone in hearing stories about people in society who have “fallen through the 

cracks,” of the welfare state (Balfour, 2008; Auld, 2016; Milaney et al., 2018; Malbeuf, 2019). 
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However, in the case of reintegration, I’ve learned that people don’t just “fall through the 

cracks.” Instead, they are released from prison into a fracture, a chasm, a kind of deep dark hole, 

or a gauntlet with no end in sight. Although this fracture between the prison and the community 

is not a literal chasm in the physical geography of Kingston, – there is no visible cliff that people 

are pushed off of when they are released from prison – the experience of reintegration is often 

described by formerly incarcerated people, service providers, and scholars alike as a kind of 

social and emotional abandonment (Shantz et al., 2009; Miller, 2014; Balfour et al., 2019). While 

it is true that there is a substantial network of service providers and institutions to assist formerly 

incarcerated people in their reintegration journeys in Kingston, neoliberal retrenchment policies 

often hinder these service providers from helping people with prison experiences to achieve 

lasting or ‘successful’ reintegration in their local communities (Shantz et al., 2009; Miller, 2014; 

Hannah-Moffat, 2010; 2015; 2016; De Giorgi, 2017). As Vicki, one of the people who spoke 

with me for this project, said in our interview, “reintegration into the community… The program 

is set up to fail… it’s set up so that you trip and fall.” To accept these kinds of experiences of 

institutional neglect as simply a “crack” in the patchwork system of reintegration service 

provision, especially in the prison capital of Canada, would be to obscure the systemic – and 

systematic – violence that generates the fracture between the prison and the community.  

 In an effort to understand the fracture between the prison and the community, this thesis 

asks two research questions: First, how do formerly incarcerated people experience reintegration 

into the Kingston community? Second, what is the character of the fracture and what are its 

consequences in the lives of formerly incarcerated people? Although there may be some 

situations where these questions produce the same answer, I believe that each question serves a 

different function throughout this thesis. While the first question allows for attention to be paid 
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to the complexities of people’s individual experiences of living in the fracture, the second 

question creates the opportunity to synthesize these experiences into a critical and theoretical 

understanding of the fracture.  

Without giving too much away, I can tell you that these questions helped me to realize 

that the tone, the emotionality, of the words that were spoken in my conversations with formerly 

incarcerated people became just as important in communicating experience and meaning as the 

words themselves. For many people who are coming out of one of Kingston’s prisons, 

reintegration into Kingston is not only a physically exhausting experience characterized by 

precarity and paralyzing surveillance, but also one that is emotionally fraught with feelings of 

elation, uncertainly, fear, anger, and boredom. These emotions, when considered in place, can 

reveal the limitations of reintegration discourses. In fact, the emotionally disembodied ways in 

which ‘risk,’ and ‘responsibility’ are framed by the criminal justice system often preclude 

formerly incarcerated people from engaging in critical discussions about their reintegration 

journeys using their embodied experiences.  

In this thesis, I argue that attending to the emotional geographies of reintegration in 

Kingston, where people both struggle with and resist the violence perpetrated against them at the 

hands of neoliberal risk discourses, is critical to developing a more equitable reintegration praxis. 

Actively avoiding risk or risky behaviours is a well-theorized prerequisite for neoliberal 

citizenship, whereby engaging in risky behaviours is regarded as abnormal, burdensome, or even 

threatening to society (Foucault, 1976/2003; Cruikshank, 1999; Lupton, 1999; Metzl, 2010). It is 

often the responsibility of the individual to avoid risk in the service of oneself and others (Brown 

& Baker, 2012). Such responsibilization of risk onto individuals leads to those who cannot live 

up to the expensive, time consuming, consumer-oriented lifestyle of a ‘good’ citizen – usually as 
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a result of oppressive forces beyond their control – to become targets of social disdain (Brown & 

Baker, 2012; Metzl, 2010; Ayo, 2012). These neoliberal discourses of risk do not allow for these 

people – those who become targets of social disdain – to tell a different story, one that uses 

experiential knowledge to understand neoliberalism, rather than their own behaviours, as a 

primary vehicle for settler-colonial violence.  

It is my contention that attending to how formerly incarcerated people feel in place not 

only brings the ethics of current reintegration practices into question, but also reveals how 

dominant discourses of reintegration perpetuate the violence of the settler-colonial carceral state 

even as these discourses claim to reform the prison and its inhabitants. Therefore, my thesis has 

three main objectives. First, I endeavour to complicate the ways in which Kingston is understood 

as a prison town by recognizing the layered, complex, and sometimes even contradictory politics 

of incarceration and reintegration in the Limestone City. Second, I aim to problematize 

neoliberal discourses of reintegration by presenting emotional geographies as a new theoretical 

language to visibilize the consequences of these discourses in the lives of formerly incarcerated 

people. Finally, I seek to recognize the expertise of people with lived experience of reintegration 

throughout this thesis, understanding their perspectives as integral to developing an equitable 

reintegration praxis in Kingston. 

This thesis has eight chapters. Following this Introduction, Chapter 2 introduces my 

research setting by contextualizing Kingston as both a historical hub and a modern centre for 

prison-related industry. I pay particular attention to the ways in which prisons are talked about 

(or not) in Kingston in an effort to imagine how such discourses shape formerly incarcerated 

people’s reintegration experiences in the Limestone City. Chapter 3 is my literature review. I 

situate my project in relation to three bodies of literature upon which I hope to build: critical 
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carceral studies, risk discourses and reintegration, and the emotional geographies of 

incarceration. In Chapter 4, I discuss the methods for my project, as well as the philosophical 

considerations that underpin my methodological choices.  

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 each present unique arguments. Each chapter is comprised of a 

combination of significant portions of interview excerpts with formerly incarcerated people, 

written as stories, and my own analysis of these experiences. In Chapter 5, Productive Denial, I 

discuss some of the ways in which the emotional and embodied expertise of people’s prison 

experiences are relegated and disciplined by the carceral state. Using Michel Foucault’s 

(1976/2003) concept of “subjugated knowledge” (p. 7), I understand efforts to control the 

emotional knowledge of formerly incarcerated people as a way for the carceral state to maintain 

its role in the lives of many people with prison experiences, ultimately perpetuating state-

sanctioned violence against marginalized urban communities. Chapter 6, Ghostly Impressions, 

explores the emotionally challenging terrain of reintegration in more detail. Using the theoretical 

metaphor of a palimpsest, I argue that the transition from prison into the community is a fully 

embodied, deeply personal, and yet undoubtedly political process (Shep, 2015; Marshall et al., 

2017). Such a transition not only involves an intimate un-learning of the emotional geographies 

of prison, but also a re-learning of the emotional geographies of the community that can create 

feelings of joy, confusion, fear, and apathy. In Chapter 7, Slow Dissent, I use Amber Murrey’s 

(2016) conceptualization of resistance – as a kind of slow, seething presence – to describe the 

numerous ways in which formerly incarcerated people resist the violence of the settler-colonial 

carceral state in embodied ways. I conclude in Chapter 8 by arguing that not only do emotions 

matter for the ways we think about (or don’t think about) reintegration in Kingston, but that such 

an attention to the emotional geographies of reintegration can allow for new understandings of 
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the fracture between the prison and the community, ultimately creating new opportunities to 

create a more equitable reintegration praxis.  
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Chapter 2: Context 

 
It had just rained and the metal patio furniture we were sitting on was wet. The cold, late-

September wind whispered to us that another downpour was close by, but we didn't get up from 

our chairs. We were both too invested in our conversation to think of moving to a drier locale.  

"They use the inmates for whatever they can fuckin' drum up. Honest to god, you know?"  

'We' is Shanadora2 and I. We were having coffee at a small cafe, The Elm, on Montreal Street. 

The Elm, an instagrammably-trendy café in Kingston's "Swamp Ward,"3 is just one 

manifestation of the gentrification that is taking place in the northern neighbourhoods of 

Kingston. The café is close by to where Shanadora lives, so it was the easiest place for her to 

meet me. Shanadora was just telling me about how women in prison "have to make fuckin' 

underwear for the army. For the army, makin' underwear to this day... And they probably only 

get twenty cents a day. They use the inmates for whatever they can fuckin' drum up. Honest to 

god, you know? Even that 'Rockin' the Big House' concert they just had. Fuckin' shame on 

United Way. Shame on you!" 

Two weeks earlier, on September 14, 2019, the United Way of Kingston Frontenac 

Lennox and Addington, (KFL&A) in conjunction with the City of Kingston, the Correctional 

Service of Canada and the St. Lawrence Parks Commission, held a fundraising concert in the 

now closed Kingston Penitentiary (fondly known in the Kingston community as “KP”) (Mussell, 

2019a). The concert was named 'Rockin' the Big House.' Posters advertising the historic concert 

in the infamous prison depicted the star attractions, some of whom were local musicians, as 
																																																								
2 All people mentioned in this thesis have been assigned pseudonyms to protect their privacy and confidentiality. 
Each of the twenty-three people who spoke with me for this project was given the opportunity to choose their own 
pseudonym for this report. Sometimes people excitedly chose new names for themselves, and sometimes they left 
the decision to pick their pseudonym up to me.  
3 “Swamp Ward” is another moniker for the Inner Harbour area of Kingston. See Dr. Laura Murray’s Swamp Ward 
and Inner Harbour Housing Project (SWIHHP) at swampwardhistory.com for more information about the 
neighbourhood.  
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comic book-like figures dressed in various prisoner outfits from the famed orange jumpsuit to the 

black and white horizontal striped uniform of a seemingly bygone era (United Way KFL&A, 

2019). The posters, the rhetoric of accompanying written advertisements, and media coverage of 

the event were unapologetically voyeuristic. More than 2,500 people attended the concert with 

tickets being sold for $75-200 a piece (United Way KFL&A, 2019). All the tickets were sold, 

with proceeds going towards the United Way's efforts to help unhoused youth in Kingston 

(Mazur, 2019).  

As a person with incarceration experience herself, Shanadora expressed her disgust and 

disbelief in between sips of coffee.  

"What are you doing, exploiting the inmates and mocking them? Like fuck off! You dress 

up as inmates and play the part? Give me a break!"  

"Ya," I nodded. "A lot of people were pissed off about that concert."  

Shanadora turned to look at me. "Well, you know what? That's why they were pissed off. 

You don't even have to be an inmate to see that shit." 

In critical anticipation of 'Rockin' the Big House,' scholars, community members, and 

formerly incarcerated people organized a teach-in at Queen's University (Dannetta, 2019; 

MacAlpine, 2019). Organizers and participants of the teach-in raised important questions about 

what it meant to hold an event like 'Rockin' the Big House' at KP: what are the ethical 

implications of holding a fundraiser in a prison, a place of historical suffering and death, even if 

the money is for a 'good cause' (Dannetta, 2019)? What does it mean to recognize (or neglect) 

the dark history of KP without recognizing the voices of currently and formerly incarcerated 

people (MacAlpine, 2019; Mussell, 2019a)? How can we see 'Rockin' the Big House' as the 

continuing manifestation of carceral, capital, and colonial power, and what are the discursive and 
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material consequences of this power in Kingston and in Canada more broadly (Dannetta, 2019; 

MacAlpine, 2019; Mazur, 2019)?  

Shanadora echoed the concerns expressed at the teach-in. "How fuckin' sleezy. Like, I was 

shocked that the United Way would do something like that. And their story is, 'well, we give the 

money to-,' I don't care what United Way does. You don't exploit prisoners!" And yet, that's 

exactly what happened at 'Rockin' the Big House.'  

I left The Elm on that drizzly afternoon with my own set of questions. How is it that at 

the same time that 'Rockin' the Big House' was able to bring KP's identity as a prison so starkly 

into view, it also obscured the violence, death, and exploitation that happened (and is clearly still 

happening) there? In other words, how do events such as 'Rockin' in Big House' conjure 

Kingston's identity as a prison town at the same time it also conjures away the implications of 

that identity? How does this elision, these shadowy identity politics, shape the ways we speak 

about (or don't speak about), think about (or don't think about), and see (or don’t see) prisons in 

Kingston? And, perhaps more importantly, how do these discourses shape the way we 

understand people who are and have been in prison? 

I walked home down Montreal Street, passing through Swamp Ward and towards 

downtown. Kingston, my home, was beginning to feel unfamiliar to me. I thought of the stories I 

had heard from other people with incarceration experience who came out to Kingston. What does 

it mean for someone just released from one of Kingston's seven federal prisons to live in a city 

whose institutions excitedly boast their allure as a prison town and yet silences the violent 

practices of dehumanization that makes the allure of prison possible?   

 I tell this story, with the help of Shanadora, to begin to contextualize Kingston as the 

setting of my research with formerly incarcerated people. The complex, contradictory, and often 
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slippery ways that prisons in Kingston are considered worthy of attention (or not) is undoubtedly 

tangled in local, national, and global neoliberal political economies, in capitalism, in settler-

colonialism. Put another way, there is more at play here than a local fundraiser held in a 

shuttered prison and the ways in which the community supports, opposes, or is indifferent to it. 

However, I hope that the example of 'Rockin' the Big House' begins to stir up both theoretical 

and material questions of what could be hidden, for most of us, in plain sight, in the everyday, in 

well-known prison places like KP, and perhaps less-known prison places that seemingly belie 

any notion of incarceration – like sitting on dripping-wet patio furniture outside an 

instagrammably trendy café in a gentrifying-as-I-write neighbourhood, for example. Thankfully, 

the nature of what is hidden also implies that it can be brought to light.  

In this chapter, I will introduce Kingston as the context of my research project and as a 

place that is not just host to seven federal prisons, but is historically, economically, and socially 

inextricable from them. I will begin by briefly reviewing the historical origins of Kingston as 

Canada’s first prison town in an effort to understand the specific political motivations behind the 

establishment of the nation’s first prison in the Limestone City. Then, I will segue into a 

discussion of the various municipal benefits of prisons in Kingston in recent years in order to 

establish some of the ways that the city’s prison history continues to thrive alongside its modern 

innovations as “a smart, liveable, 21st century city” (City of Kingston, 2020a).  

Part of contextualizing Kingston obviously involves drawing on historical, statistical, and 

other secondary resources. However, it is my conviction that any contextualization of Kingston 

as a prison town would be incomplete without including the voices of people who have been 

incarcerated and released from prison in Kingston. Indeed, many people I spoke to had 

illuminating insights and anecdotes about Kingston that cannot be easily captured by secondary 
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sources. Unfortunately, this expertise is often ignored, delegitimized or actively subjugated to 

other, ‘less subjective’, forms of knowledge. In a small effort to resist and ultimately undo this 

subjugation, I have woven the expertise of formerly incarcerated people throughout this chapter. 

 

Carceral Pasts 

Kingston Penitentiary (KP) was opened in 1835 as (Upper) Canada’s first prison (Oliver, 

1998). As the name ‘penitentiary’ may imply, KP was borne from an enlightenment discourse 

anchored in well-intentioned criminal justice reform, public health, individual morality, and 

supremacy of law. In this section, I will show how these seemingly benevolent discourses in fact 

masked the capitalist, colonial, and xenophobic attitudes of the ruling elite in Upper Canada at 

the time.  

In the early 1830s, Kingston was already a prominent military town, an important trading 

centre, and a soon-to-be flourishing hub of higher education (Oliver, 1998). However, Upper 

Canada’s population, Kingston included, was beginning to grow at an exponential rate as 

immigrants arrived from Europe via the St. Lawrence River. Many of the elite in Upper Canada 

saw these newcomers, who were largely from poor and working class Irish and Scottish families, 

as posing a threat to the already-established class hierarchy in the British colony (Taylor, 1979; 

Oliver, 1998). The local media, including the Kingston Chronicle and the Kingston Herald, did 

little to assuage these fears and often sensationalized the increasing population of lower-class 

immigrants in Upper Canada as a precursor to burgeoning crime and social disorder (Taylor, 

1979; Oliver, 1998). Such disequilibrium, and ways to prevent it, became a prominent subject of 

political discussions in Upper Canada (Taylor, 1979). Despite any demonstrated increase in 
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crime with the arrival of poor and working class immigrants to Upper Canada (Oliver, 1998), 

these fears were not easily abated. As Taylor (1979) explains: 

Order was both a moral and a rational principle related to divine and scientific 

knowledge… Aberrations in normal behaviour, crime, lunacy, and sickness, were seen as 

manifestations of disorder, indications that the universe at large was not in harmony. 

Individual deviancy threatened the social order… With such a worldview, great emphasis 

was placed on conformity. The Rev. H.C. Knight, in a sermon quoted by the Kingston 

Herald in 1833, said: ‘Actions to be right, must proceed from right motives. Were all 

classes of the community sober and moral, hospitals and asylums would be almost 

emptied of their unhappy inmates.’ (p. 405) 

I believe it is worth noting, especially for this thesis project, that crime, lunacy, and 

sickness were not only categorized together as “manifestations of disorder” in the view of many 

wealthy Upper Canadians, but they were considered to be a result of poor behavioural choices. 

Indeed, even the cholera epidemic of 1831 was considered by John Beverley Robinson, the Chief 

Justice of Upper Canada, as having placed, “in striking view, the indispensible necessity of a due 

vigilance on the part of the magistracy, and courts of justice in enforcing, as far as the law 

enables, the duties of order cleanliness and sobriety” (Taylor, 1979, p. 406). In the eyes of 

Robinson, Knight, and others at the time, poor health and other social ills, especially amongst 

those experiencing poverty, were matters best dealt with by the criminal justice system. This 

rhetoric tying social disorder to the immorality of deviant individuals resulted in the local gaols 

quickly becoming overcrowded with people charged with non-violent offenses “deemed to 

represent a threat public morals and social harmony” (Oliver, 1998, p. 94).4 For instance, the 

																																																								
4 The word “gaol” is pronounced “jail”.  
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charge of drunk and disorderly constituted thirty-one percent of offences in Upper Canada from 

1825-1849, followed by larceny with an additional twenty-two percent (Oliver, 1998).  

Despite the continuing concerns of elites of increasing class friction and the fervent focus 

on crime by local newspapers, the general public apparently did not regard either issue as of any 

real importance (Taylor, 1979; Oliver, 1998). Nonetheless, a few prominent lawmakers and 

politicians championed the idea for a penitentiary. One of these elites was Hugh Thomson. As a 

Member of Parliament in Upper Canada, a Kingston businessman, and publisher of the Kingston 

Herald, Thomson wielded considerable influence in local politics (Oliver, 1998). Thomson first 

raised the need for a penitentiary in the Upper Canadian Legislature in 1826 and eventually 

succeeded in 1831 under a newly elected Tory government. He argued that it was not an increase 

in crime or overcrowding in local gaols, but a fundamental respect for the law and order of 

society that necessitated the building of a penitentiary. There were supposedly some grounds to 

suggest that many people who were sentenced to punishments like ‘banishment’ regularly 

disregarded their penalties, demonstrating a disdain for the law. It was Thomson’s conviction 

that being sentenced to time spent in a penitentiary, given the proper resources, could provide the 

ultimate deterrent and “would render punishment ‘real and certain’” (Oliver, 1998, p. 95). To do 

otherwise would undermine the authority of the Upper Canadian government and allow disorder 

to flourish in society. In 1833, Thomson, along with John Macaulay – another Member of 

Parliament, Kingstonian, and publisher of the Kingston Chronicle – and Henry Smith – another 

Kingston businessman and magistrate – were appointed as commissioners to the project of 

building a penitentiary (Oliver, 1998). Considering their stake in the local economy, it is 

unsurprising that the commissioners “recommended that the facility be built at Portsmouth near 

Kingston on a hundred-acre site with a fine harbour on Lake Ontario and containing ‘abundant 
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quarries of fine limestone’” (Oliver, 1998, p. 114). The location of KP close to these limestone 

quarries was strategic, as it was expected that prisoners would quarry the stones needed to build 

their own prison – a convenient cost-saving solution (Pentland, 1981; Johnson, 1989; Oliver, 

1998). 

 Prison labour was widely used in Kingston for the next twenty years, not only to quarry 

for and build KP, but also in a variety of trades outside the prison walls via convict leasing. For 

instance, “in 1839, the penitentiary was prepared to hire out to private employers an imposing 

variety of workers: blacksmiths, tinsmiths, stone cutters, masons, lathers, carpenters, painters, 

tailors, shoemakers, ropemakers, labourers and quarrymen, seamstresses, cooks, and nurses” 

(Pentland, 1981, p. 15). While convict leasing in the Kingston community was largely opposed 

by local tradesmen, and stopped almost completely by the early 1850s, incarcerated people 

continued to labour for free in prison in the Limestone City, and across Canada, until the 1920s 

(Pentland, 1981; CSC, 2014a).  

I can feel Shanadora’s anger as her words ring in my ears: "They use the inmates for 

whatever they can fuckin' drum up. Honest to god, you know?" Suddenly, the limestones’ soft 

whispers become a chorus sharp screams, laboured breaths, and pick axes striking stone. The 

limestones tell me that history is not simply a plaque on a heritage building, telling a story about 

something over and done with long ago. They tell me that history shapes the everyday and that 

what’s over and done with is never simply that.   

 

 Carceral Presents 

With Kingston established as the prison town in Canada, it soon became a hub for other 

federal penitentiaries. The close proximity of prisons in the Greater Kingston Area was justified 
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as a matter of cost efficiency; the high number of incarcerated people, staff, and resources 

required to regularly transfer between institutions supposedly made the clustering of prisons 

economical (Penitentiary Museum, 2020). By the early 1970s, there were ten prisons in 

Kingston. 

Today, Kingston is still the prison capital of Canada, now hosting seven federal prisons: 

Millhaven Institution (Maximum-Security), Collins Bay Institution (Maximum/Medium-

Security), Bath Institution (Medium-Security), Frontenac Institution (Minimum-Security), 

Joyceville Institution (Assessment Unit/Medium/Minimum-Security), Pittsburgh Institution 

(Minimum-Security), and the Regional Treatment Centre for Ontario (located at Bath Institution) 

(KP and the famed Prison for Women were decommissioned by CSC in 2013 and 2000 

respectively) (CSC, 2014b; Piché et al., 2019; Mussell, 2019b). Together, these institutions 

imprison approximately seventeen percent of all federally incarcerated people in Canada.5 

Additionally, Kingston is home to CSC’s Regional Headquarters for the Ontario and Nunavut 

Region (CSC, 2019a), as well as the recently re-located CSC Training Academy (MacAlpine, 

2017).  

This clustering of federal prisons and correctional administration in Kingston is one of 

the main reasons that Pedro, one of the people I spoke to as a part of my thesis work, decided to 

stay in Kingston. “I’m gonna stay here cause of the social programs, and because this town is 

used to dealing with people like me.” Pedro and I were sitting at the back of the newly renovated 

Kingston Public Library on Johnson Street, struggling to maintain an appropriate volume in the 

quiet room as we became more emotionally caught up in our conversation. Pedro continued, “I 

																																																								
5 This estimate is made from my own calculation using information provided online regarding CSC’s institutional 
profiles, as well as the total number of people in federal custody in Canada from Statistics Canada. This calculation 
assumes that each institution is operating on full capacity. See CSC (2014b) and Statistics Canada (2020) in my 
reference list for more information. 
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would say this town has a fucking obligation to deal with people like me. Like, there’s a lot of 

benefit for Kingston to have these hate factories in this town, right?” I nodded in emphatic 

agreement. With seven prisons, or, if you prefer Pedro’s nickname, seven “hate factories,” in 

such a small geographical area, Kingston as both a municipality and a community reaps 

immeasurable benefits from these institutions.  

One of the most obvious – and politically touted – benefits of prisons to any town is the 

number of jobs that these institutions provide to the local community. According to Kingston 

Economic Development (2020), CSC employs over 2,500 people in Kingston. This number is 

already significant considering Kingston’s modest population of approximately 161,000 people 

(Statistics Canada, 2017).6 However, I suspect this number to be a conservative estimate of 

people who work in and around prisons in Kingston. For example, privately contracted jobs, 

such as security services, food services, construction, teaching, health care services, non-profit, 

charitable, and numerous volunteer positions in various sectors of prison operations are not 

included in this estimate. And, as Pedro implied, the economic impact of these jobs in the local 

community is no doubt significant, with many people who work in and around prisons in 

Kingston choosing to live, play, and raise their families in the city as well.  

The economic impact of prison-related industry in Kingston does not stop with the jobs 

provided by these institutions. Indeed, the City of Kingston – the city’s municipal governance 

body – receives direct financial incentive from hosting federal prisons within the city’s borders 

via Payments In Lieu of Taxes (PILTs) from the federal government. Since the Canadian federal 

government is not required to pay property taxes for their buildings to municipalities, a 

municipality can apply to the Ministry of Public Services and Procurement for PILTs in place of 

																																																								
6 The total population of Kingston’s Census Metropolitan Area in 2016 was 161,000 people. This estimate does not 
include the thousands of post-secondary students in Kingston, or the people who live in one of the local prisons.  
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these taxes (McElligot, 2017). Each Crown Corporation, CSC for example, is then responsible 

for paying PILTs to the appropriate municipalities. Although it is not possible to see a 

breakdown of PILTs given by the paying Crown Corporation, information is available about the 

total amount of PILTs paid to each participating municipality from 2010 to 2018. In 2018, the 

City of Kingston received over $10.7 million dollars in PILT payments, which is $4.4 million 

dollars more than what the City of Toronto received in PILTs the same year (Public Services and 

Procurement Canada, 2019a; 2019b). This considerable annual payment is likely due in large 

part to the significant presence of federal prisons in the Limestone City.  

Notwithstanding the fact that $10.7 million dollars could be considered a small amount of 

money in the day-to-day operations of many urban municipalities, these PILT payments cannot 

be considered altogether insignificant in Kingston. For example, the PILT payment in 2018 was 

equivalent to nearly ten percent of the City of Kingston’s annual capital budget and just under 

three percent of its annual operating budget in the same year (City of Kingston, 2017a; 2017b). 

Put simply, the money given to the City from federal PILT payments is roughly the budget for 

the administration and operation of all waste collection, landfill, and environmental management 

services for the City of Kingston for a year (City of Kingston, 2017b).  

In addition to receiving federal revenue, the City, and the community more broadly, also 

benefit from the local tourism industry’s narrative of Kingston as a historical prison town. KP, 

which remains the focal point of this narrative, is thoroughly documented in the media as 

Canada’s most notorious prison (for example, Shwartz, 2013; Kennedy, 2013; Cameron, 2013) 

and is a regular stop on the Kingston Trolley Tours (Kingston Trolley Tours, 2019). This 

narrative has become especially profitable since CSC and the St. Lawrence Parks Commission 

partnered in 2016 to offer seasonal tours inside the infamous walls of the now-closed KP (City of 
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Kingston, 2016). The admission for these tours is relatively expensive, with a cost of $35.00 for 

a standard hour-and-a-half-long tour and $70.00 for a more in-depth ‘premium’ experience (St. 

Lawrence Parks Commission, 2020). In 2017, over 105,000 people visited KP, creating an 

overall economic impact in Kingston of $8.42 million (Kingston Economic Development, 2017). 

I suspect the overall economic impact of these tours is much larger as these carceral excursions 

have continued to sell out in the two summers since then.  

Aside from the tourism industry, the city’s past and present carcerality has largely 

underpinned another industry in Kingston: the charitable and non-profit service sector. Kingston 

has an impressive network of charitable and non-profit service providers, a fact confirmed by 

many of the people who spoke with me. The John Howard Society of Kingston and District and 

the Elizabeth Fry Society of Kingston in particular, both organizations with an explicit focus on 

assisting people in or coming out of prison, have long been important pieces of the non-profit 

sector in Kingston. However, although many other service providers offer programs that can 

assist people who are coming out of one of Kingston’s prisons – such as meal programs, food 

banks, community hubs, and housing – the majority of these organizations are focused on respite 

from poverty in Kingston more broadly and are not usually well-equipped to deal with the 

unique needs of people who are coming out of prison. Nonetheless, the network of charitable and 

non-profit service providers is extensive for a city the size of Kingston, with most of these 

organizations located primarily in the downtown core and northern neighbourhoods of the city. 

This network undoubtedly adds to the marketability of Kingston as “a smart, liveable, 21st 

century city,” that has a “high quality-of-life offer[ing] access to world-class education and 

research institutions, advanced healthcare facilities, affordable living,” and more (City of 

Kingston, 2020a). 
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Despite the fact that many of Kingston’s service providers were often praised by formerly 

incarcerated people as being incredibly supportive communities and integral to their efforts to 

stay out of prison, many of the people I spoke to consistently resisted the City’s vision of 

Kingston as simply a “liveable” or “affordable” city that fosters a “high quality-of-life” in the 

stories they told.  

For instance, Cam proclaimed without any provocation that Kingston, “is like a dumping 

ground, basically.” When I asked him what he meant, he told me about how he was released 

from prison: 

“They threw me in a cab and drove me down Princess Street to the parole office… And 

from the PO’s office, she [Cam’s PO Officer] says, ‘Well, there’s a shelter in town. Do you know 

where it is?’ ‘No.’ ‘Well, it’s four o’clock and I quit at four o’clock.’ So, I get booted out of there 

with a t-shirt in a blizzard and I had to find the shelter all on my own. I had no idea, I had never 

been to Kingston before in my life! I couldn’t even take a cab to it cause I didn’t have enough 

money, so I walked.” 

Later, Cam clarified his characterization of Kingston as a dumping ground even further 

by describing his daily routine at a local soup kitchen: 

“I eat there almost everyday. It’s like a three-course meal, you know, for a buck. Makes 

you feel a little better, but again, that place, when you try to forget where you came to Kingston 

from, it’s hard, because everywhere you look… I know people who live here don’t realize it, but 

three out of every ten people you talk to just got out [of prison]. I have bumped into a lot of 

people and we just kind of nod at each other and keep going.” 
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Cam’s description of Kingston made me wonder what other people think about Kingston. 

When I asked Rooster if he liked living in Kingston, he shot back, “No, I don’t like it here. Not at 

all.” 

“Compared to your hometown?” I asked. 

“Compared to anywhere else.” Rooster let out a quiet chuckle.  

“Anywhere else? You’d rather be anywhere else but Kingston?” 

“I’d almost say jail too. There’s more respect.” 

Even Jamie, after telling me she had grown up in Kingston, described her hometown as 

“a sad, dark… little hole.” She continued: “I mean, nothing good comes from this place I don’t 

think. That’s my feeling. I mean, it can be beautiful. You go down to the waterfront and 

everything, it’s such a beautiful place, but it’s a very, like to me, it’s very, what’s the word… 

Like dismal? Hopeless?” 

 “Can you explain what you mean?” I asked. 

“Like, the drug subcultures and everything. They’re not getting better, they’re getting 

worse. And I see people that I’ve known my whole life and think, ‘thank god I went away for 

those five years,’ because like people that looked like you or me, they’ve got no teeth, their skin 

is grey, like they look at you and they don’t really, they’re not registering… And maybe I’m just 

harsh here cause I haven’t gone anywhere else, but I talk to people from other places that come 

here and they’re like, ‘This is a sad, sad place. This city is a fucking sad place.’” 

 Stan largely agreed with Jamie’s description. Having never been to Kingston before 

spending time in prison, he expressed the dissonance he experienced when he arrived at his 

halfway house: 
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“When I thought I was coming to Kingston, the way I thought of it was, there’s all the 

prisons around, so the prisons probably support most of the people that are in Kingston, you 

know? I thought it was going to be a right up tight ass town. And then just seeing the amount of 

people that are homeless. And then I’m hearing that the big thing is crystal meth in Kingston, 

and that’s just sad, you know? And I guess the homeless rate is really up there. So, I mean, it’s 

tough to see… As soon as I get my own place, I’ll be a little bit better.” 

Unfortunately for Stan, and for nearly all of the people I spoke to, finding safe and 

affordable housing in Kingston is nearly impossible.  

It’s no secret to people living in Kingston that the city is experiencing a housing crisis, 

one that is becoming increasingly precarious every year (Corrigan, 2019; Stafford, 2019; 

Ferguson, 2019; CBC News, 2019). With an increasing demand for housing, a low vacancy rate, 

and the resulting hike in rent prices, safe and affordable housing in Kingston is becoming harder 

and harder to find. One of the manifestations of this housing crisis is the large number of people 

without stable housing in Kingston. According to the Point in Time (PIT) Homelessness Count 

in 2018, Kingston has a substantial number of people who are homeless for a city its size. As part 

of the local PIT Count in 2018, 152 people were counted as homeless in Kingston. Almost all of 

the people included in the most recent PIT Count listed welfare as their main source of income, 

which is insufficient to meet most housing needs in Kingston. For example, the maximum 

housing allowance for a couple enrolled in the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) in 

2017 was $769, falling short of the average monthly rent of a one-bedroom apartment in 

Kingston – $975 – by more than $200 (United Way KFL&A, 2018).  

One trend that was significant amongst those included in the most recent PIT Count in 

Kingston was experiences of incarceration and homelessness. Of the people included in the PIT 
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Count, sixteen percent indicated that they had been in prison in the last year, and eight percent 

stated that their criminal record was a barrier to obtaining stable housing in Kingston (United 

Way KFL&A, 2018). However, while PIT Counts have been problematized elsewhere as an 

inadequate method to measure urban homelessness due to restricted data collection methods, the 

difficulty of measuring hidden homelessness, and the stigmatization and criminalization of 

persons who are visibly homeless (Brush, Gultekin, & Grim, 2016), the experiences of people I 

spoke to also suggest a larger trend of homelessness following prison than what is discussed in 

Kingston’s latest PIT Count report. Of the twenty-three people I spoke with, nineteen people 

experienced homelessness or were at risk of homelessness when they were released from prison. 

Twelve people came out of prison into transitional housing, four people needed to access the 

emergency shelter in Kingston, and three were provisionally sheltered in local motels. 7 At the 

time of their interviews, one person was still experiencing absolute homelessness, two were 

living in a motel, and eleven were still in transitional housing. Nine people had found permanent 

housing, mostly in the form of month-to-month rental units, although five of these people 

expressed concerns of unsafety or poor living conditions in their homes. 

In order to mitigate the local housing crisis, the Province of Ontario and City of Kingston 

have begun offering incentives to residential developers to build new housing units, especially in 

the city’s historically polluted “brownfields” (Pearce, 2018; City of Kingston, 2020b). This 

initiative has been relatively successful, especially in regards housing targeted towards post-

secondary students, with the construction of new housing units taking place at almost 

unprecedented speed and scale throughout the city. However, the availability of affordable 

																																																								
7 The Canadian Observatory on Homelessness (2012) defines being “provisionally accommodated” as, “accessing 
temporary housing provided by government or the non-profit sector, or may have independently made arrangements 
for short-term accommodation” (p. 3). People who are provisionally accommodated are considered to be ‘at risk of 
homelessness’ because of the instability and insecurity of tenure that often accompanies these experiences. In this 
context, those in transitional housing and motels could be considered provisionally accommodated. 



	 24 

housing remains a significant issue in Kingston, with a recent report from the Mayor’s Task 

Force on Housing (2020) stating a shortage of more than 3,900 affordable housing units in the 

city and more than 7,000 households in core housing need. 

All of these conditions set the stage for a frenetic and untenable search for safe and 

affordable housing in the Limestone City, especially for those who are coming out of prison. For 

instance, Eddie was given a list of local motels when released from prison and took a cab to the 

cheapest one on the list: 

“I wouldn’t book in. I called a cab right away and, well in the short time I was in the 

lobby, there was some people who were doing drugs, drinking, language, yelling. I was just like 

‘man, this is worse than prison!’” 

Eddie ended up spending the night in another motel just across the street from the first 

one. He stayed there for a week before moving to a third motel where he was able to negotiate a 

better weekly rent with the motel owner if he paid cash.  

“But it was very stressful,” he continued, “I’d saved every dollar I’d ever made while I 

was in prison. So, I was fortunate that I had a few dollars to fall back on while I was out. But I 

couldn’t keep living in a motel at three-fifty a week. It doesn’t sound like much, fourteen hundred 

a month, but it is when you’re unemployed and my pensions hadn’t kicked back in yet, because 

the old age pension and guaranteed income supplements stop while you’re in prison.” 

Eddie found permanent housing within three weeks, which was a record amongst those I 

spoke to who had never lived in Kingston before.  

After sleeping on friends’ couches for a couple of weeks while he waited for his ODSP to 

start up again, Frank was also able to get a room at a motel when he got out of prison. Frank had 

been living at the motel for four months when I spoke with him, and although he was ready to 
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leave, he understood that there was limited opportunity to find something better in Kingston 

throughout the school year: 

“[The motel is] just a dump. It’s old and it’s like a slum, slum lords, you know? Not very 

nice at all. But I mean, especially for the amount I’m paying in rent, you know, I could probably 

find something a lot better than that… When I got out the students were still here and stuff like 

that, so it’s harder to find places when the students are here. There’s not a lot of places.”  

“How much are you paying there?” I asked. 

“There? Eight-hundred.” 

“Eight-hundred a month?” 

“Ya, but it’s just a room, you know? It doesn’t even have a kitchen in it at all. So, I’m 

pretty much cooking out of a microwave or a toaster oven. It’s nowhere you’d want to stay long-

term, but I’ve already been there too long. I want to get out of there.” 

Trav, also living in a motel, was actively seeking out another housing arrangement but 

with little luck. He had already been to see a number of different units in the few weeks since 

he’d been out, but quickly discovered that most affordable housing in Kingston is not built for 

seniors with a fixed income. He told me about one place he had looked at in particular: 

“It was all included for eight-fifty. It was just… It woulda turned your stomach to see it.” 

Trav cringed. 

 “To see the room?” 

“Yeah,” he replied. “Um… the bathroom, it had big tiles and this whole bottom section, 

big black mould. The tub, you wouldn’ta even gotten in. It was slippery, it was black at the 

bottom. Oh, and getting up there, it was on the third floor. The stairs going up were like fire 
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escape steps. They were like, narrowed in and steep. No way I could handle that. Yeah, I said, 

‘No, that’s really out of the picture.’” 

Indeed, for most of the people who shared their stories with me, finding safe and 

affordable housing in Kingston was “really out of the picture.”  

Reintegration into Kingston is an incredible challenge. Kingston is, after all, a town that 

has historically benefitted from the oppression, criminalization, and imprisonment of working 

and lower classes and is still heavily invested in the prison-industrial complex to this day. 

Kingston is also a town that openly dismisses a problematic connection between urban prosperity 

– especially amongst white and wealthy Kingstonians who are able to buy a $200 ticket to events 

like Rockin’ the Big House – and prison violence. And, Kingston is a town that has so far created 

very few realistic and equitable opportunities to secure safe and affordable housing for those 

experiencing poverty. The imaginaries of settler-colonialism, morality, classism, capitalism, and 

supremacy of law operating in Upper Canada in the 1830s are still very much present in today’s 

Kingston, although perhaps in less explicit ways, and continue to affect the experiences of people 

who come out of prison into the Limestone City. Or, as Pedro explained to me during our 

conversation in the library, nearly two hundred years after KP opened its doors, “the law is 

largely designed to oppress the poor. It’s a construct, poverty is a fucking construct. All this shit 

is a construct. We’re better than this.” 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
	
  What does it mean to reintegrate from prison into the community? The term 

reintegration is something that many of us without prison experiences probably take for granted. 

Popular and sensationalized media depictions of prisons and the people who live in them rarely 

show their audiences what life is like after prison, usually stopping short of anything beyond the 

elation or excited anticipation of finally leaving the institution behind. Reintegration can be 

understood, then, by its absence in the Canadian settler-society’s imagination, as a 

straightforward, process. Finding housing, employment, ‘good’ social connections, and staying 

out of trouble sounds easy enough to people who have never had the need to consider what these 

things mean in practice. Serious considerations of white, class, gender, and able-bodied privilege 

are usually removed from our thoughts about this process and replaced with moralized 

understandings of those who have broken the law as lesser people who need to prove themselves 

to the rest of us regardless of the obstacles. “After all,” someone might say, “how bad can it be 

compared to prison?” 

 These assumptions, what many people may consider to be ‘common sense,’ are 

sickeningly familiar to most of the people I spoke to as a part of this project, and often fall flat in 

the context of their reintegration experiences. Contrary to many of the assumptions that underpin 

our hegemonic understandings of reintegration, Cam explained to me that, “as far as the prison 

system after you’re done, there’s nothing. There’s nothing. I thought at least there’d be some 

help through the system, but there isn’t. And when you’ve never been somewhere before and you 

don’t know a single soul, it’s not as easy as it sounds… You have to find it on your own… A lot 

of people say, ‘well, you’re free.’ Well, no, you’re not. I guess you’re not behind walls, but 

there’s a big difference.” 
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In this chapter, I deconstruct some ‘common sense’ assumptions about what reintegration 

is (and isn’t), and contextualize the reintegration experiences of formerly incarcerated people. To 

do this, I will briefly review three bodies of literature: critical reintegration studies, risk 

discourses in reintegration, and the emotional geographies of prison. Ultimately, while 

experiences of reintegration are inevitably varied, I hope to make clear that the process of 

reintegration is rarely simple and is often complicated, confusing, violent, and emotional. 

 

Critical Reintegration Studies 
	
 For most of the 14,129 federally incarcerated people in Canada, reintegration into a 

community is an inevitable part in their journey through the criminal justice system (Malakieh, 

2019). Critical reintegration scholars working in the US and Canadian contexts agree that 

reintegration is anything but easy (see, for example, Maidment, 2006; Miller, 2014; Western, 

2018; Balfour et al., 2019). Broadly speaking, reintegration – a term that is often used 

interchangeably in literature with reentry – can be defined as “the process of leaving prison and 

returning to society” (Travis, 2001, p. 1). For some scholars, myself included, this definition, 

while easy to conceptualize, fails to capture the complicated political functions of reintegration 

activities for those who administer reentry programs (Miller, 2014). As such, I take up Reuben 

Miller’s (2014) definition of reintegration:  

It is a state sanctioned, largely state funded institution of care and a criminal justice 

intervention administered to reduce crime. As a complex system with rules, values, and 

norms that position social actors within a social structure, the practices of prisoner reentry 

organizations produce and maintain particular ways of being in the social world… [It is] 

a welfare state-criminal justice hybrid institution that activates the universe of human 



	 29 

service actors, criminal justice agencies, and policy and program planners to assist former 

prisoners make their transition from prison to their home communities. Each of these 

stakeholders has specific goals, conceptualize prisoners in specific ways, and advocate 

for specific kinds of interventions in prisoners’ lives. (p. 307) 

Reintegration, then, is much more complicated than simply walking out of prison into your home 

community. Instead, it is a complex social and political process that involves an overwhelming 

list of tasks to complete and agencies to visit for people being released from prison (Western, 

2018).  

However you define it, reintegration usually requires a formerly incarcerated person to 

obtain housing, become employed, find a doctor, attend mandated parole programming, open a 

bank account, re-apply for identification, re-learn (or learn for the first time) the community 

where they’re released, and reunite with loved ones among other tasks (Munn, 2011; Harding, 

Morenoff, & Herbert, 2013; Morenoff & Harding, 2014; Uggen, 2016; Western, 2018). While 

this list of tasks seems almost impossible to complete in our current economic and political 

environment, the burgeoning prisoner reentry industry in the US and Canada, which is made up 

of a large network of assorted government, non-profit, and charitable organizations, is meant to 

assist formerly incarcerated people with the complex process of reintegration… at least, in 

theory.  

 In an effort to expose incarcerated people in Canadian federal prisons to their 

communities before the end of their prison sentence, CSC mandates that all people in prison 

(except for those deemed too dangerous for release by the National Parole Board) be granted 

release, at the very least, for the final third of their sentence (CSC, 2019b).8 As a result, 

																																																								
8 It is worth noting that, in line with the violent settler-colonial logic of the Canadian carceral state, not only is the 
number of Indigenous people (particularly Indigenous women) incarcerated in Canadian prisons increasing at an 
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community reentry programs, such as job skills programming, emotional management or 

psychosocial-focused support groups, and other community supervisory initiatives led by state 

and non-profit agencies are supposedly built into a person’s reintegration process (CSC, 2019c). 

On its website, CSC (2012a) states that each incarcerated person is required to create a 

Correctional Plan before they are eligible for release. “The Correctional Plan,” their website 

reads, “is a document that outlines a risk management strategy for each offender… The plan 

usually involves certain restrictions on movement and actions, as well as commitments to 

participate in constructive activities such as jobs and programs” (CSC, 2012a, para. 1). In 

conjunction with parole conditions, the Correctional Plan is meant to maintain structured 

intervention in a formerly incarcerated person’s post-prison life, ultimately “contribut[ing] to 

public safety by actively encouraging and assisting offenders to become law-abiding citizens, 

while exercising reasonable, safe, secure, and humane control” (CSC, 2012b, para. 2). 

Unfortunately, reintegration in practice is much less straightforward for formerly incarcerated 

people than the structured façade of CSC’s “community corrections” approach implies (CSC, 

2013).  

  There is a growing consensus amongst critical reintegration scholars that despite the 

increased focus of both federal and regional governments on the reentry of formerly incarcerated 

people, many formerly incarcerated people are unable to achieve ‘successful’ reintegration (see, 

for example, Shantz et al., 2009; Wacquant, 2010; Hallett, 2012; De Giorgi, 2017). Critical 

scholars have put forward two primary explanations for this seemingly paradoxical result. First, 

when and where they exist, reintegration programs are either unable or unwilling to address 

structural factors that result in the incarceration of marginalized people. Unaddressed structural, 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
alarming rate, but Indigenous people in Canadian prisons are also less likely to be granted parole, more likely to 
serve more of their sentences in prison, and are more likely to have their parole or release revoked than their non-
Indigenous counterparts (OCI, 2019). 



	 31 

social, infrastructural, and economic barriers hinder organizations’ abilities to help people with 

prison experiences ‘successfully’ reintegrate into their communities. The shrinking of social 

service agencies’ and non-profit organizations’ budgets coupled with the devolution of 

responsibility for reintegration onto these under-funded community organizations results in the 

inability of many formerly incarcerated people to find the help they need when they are released 

from prison (Miller, 2014; Kaufman, 2015; De Giorgi, 2017). As a result, many formerly 

incarcerated people suffer considerable institutional neglect (Balfour et al., 2019). Some scholars 

have even gone so far as to say that reintegration is a misnomer for the social and political 

phenomena that result from being released from prison (Thompkins, 2010; Wacquant, 2010). For 

instance, Loic Wacquant (2010) writes: 

It is misleading to speak of a reentry industry insofar as the vast majority of former 

convicts experience not reentry but ongoing circulation between the two poles of a 

continuum of forced confinement formed by the prison and the dilapidated districts of the 

dualizing metropolis. (p. 611) 

In an era of neoliberal retrenchment policies, organizations that facilitate reintegration programs 

for formerly incarcerated people have little choice but to focus on intervening “in the character, 

emotional stability and decision-making processes of the urban poor,” rather than addressing the 

structural causes of violence or imprisonment (Miller, 2014, p. 307). Reintegration discourses, 

then, are regrettably centred on the formerly incarcerated person not only as solely responsible 

for taking up the mission of reintegration, but ultimately as the person to blame if their attempts 

at reintegration fail (Shantz et al., 2009; Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009). In fact, the added 

surveillance capacities of the carceral state through community corrections programming leads to 

more parole revocations as formerly incarcerated people try and fail to become law-abiding 
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citizens in the context of extreme institutional neglect (Byrd, 2016). It is for these reasons that 

Renée Byrd (2016) calls reentry programming, as an attempt at prison reform, “punishment’s 

twin”: “reentry initiatives cannot hope to solve violence or any of the other social problems that 

prisons are supposed to address if the problem is continually framed at the individual level” (p. 

12). Without addressing the structural causes of violence and imprisonment, then, reintegration 

programming simply becomes a way for the carceral state to perpetuate its growth through its 

own institutional failure (Byrd, 2016).  

 The second explanation that critical reintegration scholars have put forward to explain 

why many formerly incarcerated people are unable to ‘successfully’ reintegrate into their 

communities is the deadly combination of strict surveillance and extreme precarity that they are 

returned to upon release (Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; De Giorgi, 2017; Balfour et al., 

2019). For instance, while De Giorgi (2017) and Hallett (2012) explain that there are few 

economic or job opportunities for formerly incarcerated people upon release, people with prison 

experiences are often excoriated, and sometimes punished, by the criminal justice system and its 

“shadow carceral state” for being unable to obtain employment (Beckett & Murakawa, 2012, p. 

222). Similarly, Balfour et al., (2019) argue that planning for reintegration in the Canadian 

context might as well be “planning for precarity” (p. 31). Although there is a limited body of 

literature regarding reintegration in Canada, critical scholars have criticized the Canadian federal 

prison system for releasing people with little to no reintegration planning and limited 

institutional support post-release while still maintaining impossible expectations of ‘successful’ 

reintegration via contradictory and invasive parole conditions (Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; 

Shantz et al., 2009; Balfour et al., 2019). The continued failures of reintegration programming 

have many scholars asking, “reentry to what?” (Hallett, 2012, p. 225). 
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 Most of what I have been told about reintegration experiences in Kingston, from reentry 

service providers and formerly incarcerated people alike, unfortunately mirrors much of the 

literature I’ve summarized above. It is worth noting, I think, that when asked about their 

preparation for release into the Kingston community, none of the twenty-three people I spoke to 

discussed making a “Correctional Plan” with CSC staff.  

As a result of poor reintegration planning, Frank described reintegration “to be too much 

sometimes. Especially at first when you have so many appointments.” I knew from earlier in 

Frank’s interview, and from others, that these appointments usually involved a visit to your 

parole officer, the police station, the halfway house or wherever you were staying, the grocery 

store, and the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) or Ontario Works (OW) offices, 

sometimes all on the day you were released. Appointments at Service Ontario and Service 

Canada to get ID, walk-in clinics to find a doctor, and meal programs usually followed in first 

few days after release.  

Many people, like Steve, spoke angrily about the precarity they experienced upon release. 

He told me,  

When I got out, I was given the shirt on my back, my own shirt, and a windbreaker. That 

was it. And I had nothing. I came out with absolutely nothing… And because I’m in a 

halfway house I’m not allowed to go to welfare or disability for resources. I’ve got four 

dollars a day and fifty dollars a week in food cards. That’s it. That’s what I have to get by 

on. And I’ve been trying to build up clothes… There’s no start up, no nothing when you 

come into a halfway house. I find it very hard, very frustrating. 

Instead of collecting OW or assistance from the ODSP, people living in halfway houses are 

given $28 a week for their various living expenses. Others expressed frustrations in attempting to 
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meet their survival needs while also adhering to their parole conditions, whether it be trying to 

balance a job and attend appointments at the parole office with as little as a few hours notice, or 

not being able to socialize with other residents of the halfway house because a parole condition 

prohibiting relationships with other people who have a criminal record.  

In the end, some people, like Rooster, find reintegration to be an impossible task: 

 “I’m going to wrap this up real quick,” Rooster said, “reintegrating into society? I 

haven’t.” 

“You haven’t?” 

“Not even a fucking little. The reason I’m controlling my urges is because I’m tired of 

jail, especially nowadays… For somebody with ADHD and anxiety and panic and a brain that 

goes a thousand miles an hour and has a tendency to flip out at people instead of talking, lots of 

noise by ignorant snot faces in prison is not good.” 

“Ya, no kidding.” 

“If I get in trouble, I’ll be doing a long, long hefty sentence. Minimum fifteen. I’m fifty 

now, so I’ll probably end up just dying in there if I go back.  

 “You said, um, you feel like you haven’t really reintegrated yet at all. Do you know what 

it would take for that to happen?” I asked. 

“I don’t know if it will,” he replied. 

“No? Is there anything someone could get-” Rooster cut me off, because I clearly wasn’t 

getting the point. 

“I’m doing what I do best: fitting in and not belonging. I have to fit in cause I don’t 

really have a choice this time. Doesn’t mean I have to like it or the people I’m with… But I make 

do. I do okay.” 
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Risk Discourses in Reintegration 
	
 In most mainstream discussions about the reintegration of people with prison 

experiences, risk and penality are inextricably linked (Johns, 2015; Hannah-Moffat, 2016; 

Werth, 2017). Zinger (2004) even goes so far as to say that actuarial risk assessment tools (for 

example, the Psychopathy Checklist Revised [PCL-R], Violence Risk Appraisal Guide [VRAG] 

etc.) have become, not only more common, but also thought to be more reliable than clinical 

assessments of incarcerated people by medical professionals. Such clinical assessments, Zinger 

(2004) says, are “unduly vulnerable to personal prejudice and bias” while risk assessments are 

not (p. 607). Unfortunately, Zinger’s (2004) (and many others’) understanding of risk as an 

unbiased technical instrument obscures the powerful political assumptions that the word risk 

often implies (Robertson, 2000). Usually under-theorized in reintegration literature, risk 

discourses have severe consequences for formerly incarcerated people, 

 In the Canadian context, risk is not only a buzzword for CSC; risk is the word that 

undergirds all of CSC’s daily operations, beginning almost immediately after an incarcerated 

person arrives in prison. Within 90 days of being ‘admitted’ to a federal prison, incarcerated 

people are assessed by CSC staff in order to create a “criminal profile” and to determine their 

security classification (i.e. minimum, medium, or maximum) (CSC, 2019d). Part of this 

assessment involves the generation of a Criminal Risk Index (CRI) score. A CRI is created for 

each incarcerated person based on static measurements of risk including the number and type of 

convictions they have been charged with, both as a youth and as an adult, as well as the length of 

crime-free time between each conviction (CSC, 2019d). Once generated, the CRI significantly 

shapes the way a person’s sentence is administered, both in and out of prison:  
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The CRI is used as a static risk assessment and is applied in conjunction with other 

assessment tools to manage individual offenders and guide the development of 

correctional plans and supervision strategies to manage the risk to re-offend. Once the 

offender is released to the community, the degree to which the CRI influences the 

supervision levels will decrease the longer the offender is succeeding and performing in 

line with their Correctional Plan while under community supervision. (CSC, 2019d) 

If we think back to the previous section, a Correctional Plan “specifies those interventions and 

monitoring techniques required to address areas associated with the risk to re-offend” (CSC, 

2012a, para. 1). Thus, the CRI, Correctional Plan, and “other assessment tools” used by CSC, 

along with an incarcerated person’s motivation to participate in such interventions (as evaluated 

by their parole officer), are not only influenced by ideas of risk management, but they are 

saturated with them. If these procedures didn’t provide enough of an emphasis on risk 

assessment, the National Parole Board (NPB) – the institution that assigns each incarcerated 

person to a list of parole conditions that must be adhered to upon release – also makes its 

decisions to grant parole (or not) and to which conditions a person will be assigned during their 

parole based on actuarial risk assessments: “information from the police, courts, Crown 

attorneys, mental health professionals, correctional authorities, private agencies, and victims of 

crime is used in assessing an offender’s risk to re-offend and whether that risk can be safely 

managed in the community” (Government of Canada, 2018, para. 4). The concept of risk has 

become so ingrained in the mind of the Canadian carceral state as the primary focus of its daily 

operations that many people who work in prison and other incarceration-related fields regard 

such a prominent focus on risk management as common sense. However, it is such an 

understanding of risk as common sense in our conceptualizations of incarceration and 
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reintegration that warrant an in-depth investigation of the consequences of such risk discourses 

in the lives of people with prison experiences. It is, after all, the common sense and seemingly 

monotonous parts of our society that most shape the politics of our everyday activities (Back, 

2015; Beveridge & Koch, 2019). 

 Many scholars have taken up critical and theoretical investigations of risk and its 

consequences in our everyday lives (see, for example, Robertson, 1998; 2000; Lupton, 1999; 

2013; 2015; Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Hannah-Moffat 2010; 2015; 2016). As one of the 

foremost scholars of risk, Deborah Lupton (1999) discusses risk not only as a moral technology 

of the modern neoliberal state, but also as a tool for citizen-subject making. She writes: 

Risk is problematized, rendered calculable and governable. So too, through these efforts, 

particular social groups or populations are identified as ‘at risk’ or ‘high risk’, requiring 

particular forms of knowledges and interventions… The regulation and disciplining of 

citizens is directed at the autonomous, self-regulated individual. Citizens are positioned… 

as active rather than passive subjects of governance. Rather than mainly being externally 

policed by agents of the state, individuals police themselves, they exercise power upon 

themselves as normalized subjects who are in pursuit of their own best interests and 

freedom, who are interested in self-improvement, seeking happiness and healthiness. (p. 

89-90) 

A ‘good’ citizen, then, avoids risk in their everyday lives; they avoid drugs, binge drinking, 

smoking, sedentary behaviours, polluted or unsafe environments, food that is lacking in nutrition, 

and GMOs, and engage in market-oriented self-improvement activities (Metzl, 2010; Ayo, 

2012). However, a ‘good’ citizen also invests in their health to mitigate any future risk; they eat 

organic produce, exercise regularly, take their vitamins at breakfast, breastfeed their children, 
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and seek out stress management techniques (Metzl, 2010; Brown & Baker, 2012; Ayo, 2012). 

Risk-avoiding behaviour is heralded as morally good and relating to positive characteristics such 

as self-knowledge, self-control, and self-improvement (Brown & Baker, 2012; Lupton, 1999).  

Consequently, those who ‘decide’ to engage in ‘high-risk’ or ‘risky’ behaviours are 

deemed to be irresponsible and undeserving of the benefits afforded to other citizens (Brown & 

Baker, 2012). Avoiding risk is part of being a good citizen regardless of one’s financial or social 

capital (Brown & Baker, 2012). In engaging in risky behaviours an individual becomes a burden 

to society, not only by exposing others to risk, but also in depriving other individuals of financial 

resources and financial freedom (Brown & Baker, 2012; Lupton, 1999; Cruikshank, 1999). The 

responsibilization of risk onto individuals leads to those people who cannot live up to the 

expensive, time consuming, consumer-oriented lifestyle of a ‘good’ citizen as a result of 

oppressive forces beyond their individual control to be blamed and to become targets of social 

disdain, and even, in some cases, disgust (Lupton, 1999; 2013; 2015; Metzl, 2010).  

It is usually in these cases, where individuals have proven that they are either unable or 

unwilling to police themselves according to neoliberal discourses of risk and responsibilization, 

that the state steps in to do so on their behalf (Lupton, 1999; Brown & Baker, 2012). This is 

certainly, in the minds of Brian Brown and Sally Baker (2012), the case with many incarcerated 

people: 

Prison… has been reinvented and relegitimized as the functioning alternative to the 

former welfare state… this punitive approach depends on a prior rearrangement in terms 

of how the service user’s mind is conceptualized in terms of culpability and responsibility 

so that, rather than needing assistance, they are seen as somehow deliberately causing the 

problems within which they become entangled… It is this which continues to inflate 
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prisons with people [who] will inevitably not be able to ‘take responsibility’ as mandated 

by the state, no matter how severe the sanctions. (p. 92-93) 

In other words, discourses of risk management reduce the complexity of lived experiences of 

violence and incarceration, ignore the structural factors that often shape a person’s criminal 

involvement, and then responsibilize them, ultimately justifying indefinite intervention in the 

lives of criminalized people (Lupton, 1999; Shantz et al., 2009; Johns, 2015).  

 Further to Brown & Baker’s (2012) argument, some scholars contend that risk, as an 

actuarial tool, doesn’t work to objectively predict future violence of prisoners but is used instead 

as a vehicle for state-sanctioned violence against incarcerated people (Hannah-Moffat, 2010; 

2015; 2016; Werth, 2017). Most notable among these scholars is Kelly Hannah-Moffat (2015). 

In contravention to scholars like Zinger (2004), she explains: 

Actuarial risk tools may be more akin to a Pandora’s Box than a panacea… risk 

assessments do not eliminate discretion or produce more objective outcomes… [but] are 

actually misconstrued probability scores that uncritically prioritize individual 

characteristics… Most importantly, risk assessment has not remedied systemic problems 

of discrimination and disparity, nor has it led to more accurate treatment matching or 

punishments to reduce recidivism. (p. 244) 

In addition to the failure of risk-oriented assessment tools to achieve what their proponents 

claim, the administration of risk assessments themselves are based on the subjective knowledge, 

biases, and “impressionistic danger-oriented judgements” of the person carrying out the 

assessment (Werth, 2017, p. 809). In fact, many of the tests themselves are constructed to 

privilege whiteness, wealth, and colonial understandings of capital and private property without 
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critically seeking to analyze or solve such privileges as structural causes of violence (Hannah-

Moffat, 2015).  

Although discourses of risk management may not work to objectively predict violence 

and recidivism in the lives of formerly incarcerated people, they do accomplish the political and 

structural work of undermining people’s meaningful attempts at reintegration. Instead of working 

to limit violence and facilitate reintegration, risk management discourses work to create 

overwhelming and precarious reentry experiences for formerly incarcerated people (Turnbull & 

Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Balfour et al., 2019). For example, Sarah Turnbull and Kelly Hannah-

Moffat (2009) explain that while a person on parole is expected to be independent in their efforts 

to reintegrate into their community, they are also constantly told that they require close 

monitoring by the carceral state via parole conditions; “thus, parole conditions are a technique of 

discipline and self-governance within an integrated exercise of penal power that is 

simultaneously responsbilizing and de-responsibilizing” (p. 537). People on parole or conditional 

release often feel stuck between being forced to move on with their lives and yet unable to do so 

without the approval of the carceral state (Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Welsh, 2019). This 

constant surveillance and liminal character of reintegration – as paradoxically requiring 

dependency and self-sufficiency on the part of the formerly incarcerated person – have been 

considered by researchers as contributing to the perpetual criminalization and slow death of 

people with prison experiences and their families (Allspach, 2010; Welsh, 2019). Combined with 

the precarity that many formerly incarcerated people experience upon their release, risk 

discourses – the citizen-subjects they try to create and the constant intervention that such citizen-

making justifies – create an untenable situation for many people with prison experiences, 

sometimes leading to a breach in parole conditions and their re-incarceration (Turnbull & 
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Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Western, 2018; Welsh, 2019; Balfour et al., 2019). Risk is of paramount 

consideration for the settler-colonial carceral state, even if it does more to entrench inequalities 

than to alleviate them. Alessandro De Giorgi (2017) is blunt in his critique of such an approach 

to reintegration: 

‘Rehabilitation’… comes to mean trying to train vulnerable people to navigate what are 

often chronically marginal lives and stunted opportunities; and we then measure the 

‘success’ of these efforts in very minimal and essentially negative ways: they commit 

fewer crimes, do fewer or different drugs, maybe get, at least briefly, some sort of job. 

And even if the job is basically exploitative and short-lived and their future options are 

slim and their present lives are still pinched, desperate, and precarious, we still count that 

as all good – as evidence of programmatic success. (p. 94) 

Put simply, we cannot properly address the continued oppression, criminalization and cyclical 

incarceration of marginalized people and communities without attending to the ways in which 

neoliberal discourses of risk management, responsibilization, and individualization perpetuate 

the conditions necessary to do so. 

 

The Emotional Geographies of Prison 
	
 Following Foucault’s (1975/1977) explanation of modern society’s “subtle, but graduated 

carceral net,” (p. 297), many scholars are tracking the movement of carceral logics beyond 

prisons, challenging the hegemonic binary of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ these carceral spaces 

(Smoyer & Blankenship, 2014; Gill et al., 2016). Whether examining the hyper-carceral and 

policed spaces of inner-city communities (Harding et al., 2013; Brown, 2014), the transcarceral 

spaces of parole and probation (Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Welsh, 2019) and urban tent 
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wards (Speer, 2018), or the quasi-carceral spaces of prison visiting rooms (Moran, 2013), 

carceral geographers continue to demonstrate the startlingly diffuse nature of prisons and 

penality outside of any obvious carceral spaces (Moran et al., 2018). 

One of the ways in which carceral geographers have more recently attempted to explore 

the diffuse nature of carceral spaces is through the burgeoning field of emotional geographies. 

Although the discipline of geography has been characterized by its exclusion of emotions in the 

past (Bondi et al., 2005), many geographers are increasingly recognizing the “inherently 

emotional nature of embodiment… we need to explore how we feel – as well as think – through 

‘the body’” (Davidson & Milligan, 2004, p. 523). Exploring how emotions are produced in and 

through interactions between people and places is central to an examination of emotional 

geographies: “an emotional geography, then, attempts to understand emotion – experientially and 

conceptually – in terms of its socio-spatial mediation and articulation rather than as entirely 

interiorised subjective mental states” (Bondi et al., 2005, p. 3). Such explicit and detailed 

attention to the relationship between emotion and place is, in some spaces, a radical shift away 

from hegemonic ideas of emotion as purely psychological, irrational, inferior, gendered, and 

easily dismissed in the face of scientific knowledge (Jones, 2005).  

For example, much of the literature on emotional geographies resists the scientific binary 

of psychological emotion versus biological affect. In scientific literature, the term emotion 

typically refers to a social expression of feelings, while affect often refers to a physical or 

biological response to emotion (Gorton, 2007). In order to resist the theoretical and practical 

consequences of such a separation of emotion and affect – mainly in the creation of binaries such 

as mind/body, internal/external, private/political – some scholars use the terms emotion and 

affect interchangeably, arguing that notions of the individual and their environment cannot be 
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easily separated (Ahmed, 2004; Brennan, 2004; Ngai, 2005; Gorton, 2007). In line with these 

scholars, I use the terms emotion and affect interchangeably throughout this thesis project as a 

way to emphasize that “emotions are not ‘in’ either the individual or the social,” but that they are 

made, shared, and surfaced in the dynamic relationships between the two (Ahmed, 2004, p. 10). 

As such, some carceral geographers have taken up the analytical frame of emotional 

geographies to explore the complex emotional dimensions of prison (Crewe, 2011; 2015; Crewe, 

et al., 2014; Hemsworth, 2016; Gacek, 2018). Although prison is often depicted in popular media 

as a place of fear, mistrust, and hyper-masculine aggression, scholars are beginning to challenge 

such a monolithic characterization of the emotional geographies of prison (Crewe et al., 2014; 

Gacek, 2018). These hegemonic understandings of emotion in prison fail to “describe the way in 

which prisons have a distinctive kind of emotional geography, with zones in which certain kinds 

of feelings and emotional displays are more or less possible to experience and exhibit” (Crewe et 

al., 2014, p. 57). For instance, while prison is certainly characterized by many incarcerated and 

formerly incarcerated people as an aggressive, violent, and “macho” space (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 

63), people with prison experiences have also expanded our understandings of the emotional 

dimensions of prison by discussing certain spaces within correctional institutions as allowing for 

significant personal growth, the development of intimate personal relationships, or intense 

emotional catharsis (Gacek, 2018). Thus, a deeper understanding of how emotions shape prison 

experiences, and vice versa, is needed to better understand the nuances of life both in and after 

prison. 

Some scholars have begun to broach an analysis of the emotional geographies of 

reintegration and life after prison (Shantz et al., 2009; Western, 2018; Welsh, 2019; Balfour et 

al., 2019). However, very few studies have engaged in any kind of in-depth analysis of how the 
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places, spaces, and circuits of reintegration create or surface certain emotions in the everyday 

lives of formerly incarcerated people. In the chapters that follow, I hope to engage in such an 

analysis of the emotional geographies of reintegration, paying particular attention to the ways in 

which neoliberal discourses of risk and responsibilization conjure certain affective responses. It 

is my hope that such an analysis of emotions will not only illuminate what it is like to live in the 

fracture between the prison and the community, but the character and functionality of the 

fracture.  
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Chapter 4: Methods 
	

I hope that, by now, I have clearly conveyed some of the ways in which people with 

prison experiences are regularly mined and exploited for their ‘risky-ness’ in myriad disciplines 

ranging from public health to criminology. While this thesis project intends to intervene in these 

neoliberal risk discourses, I hesitate to claim that it is less exploitative of people with prison 

experiences. Let me explain.  

In a backwards, but institutionally-established way, the success of research projects like 

mine largely depend on reporting the trauma and loss experienced by marginalized people. 

Academics have developed a proclivity for focusing on the damage present in peoples’ lives and 

how we can ameliorate their pain, as if we hadn’t already been part of the oppressive structures 

that caused the pain we’re researching in the first place. If that fact wasn’t unfortunate enough, 

we usually practice research in a way that perpetuates or creates new pathways for inequitable 

power relations and we leave the communities we claim to help feeling broken, rather than 

working to imagine otherwise (Tuck, 2009; Tuck & Yang, 2014). Like many critical scholars, I 

actively struggle with these issues in my own work and often think about how (because if we’re 

being honest, it’s not really a question of “if”) my research fits into this damage-centred narrative 

of research.  

But here’s the rub: it has become clear to me that in order to abolish our society’s 

inequitable and torturous practice of imprisonment, we need to reckon with people’s pain, 

before, during, and after prison. So, the question becomes: how can we do this in a way that 

focuses on “understanding complexity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives,” 

rather than damage, that leaves people “invariably portrayed as either victims or perpetrators… 

overresearched but underseen” (Tuck, 2009, p. 416, 412)? In an open letter to Indigenous 
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communities, Eve Tuck (2009) suggests that, in order to answer this question, we should not 

focus on people’s damage, but on their desire: “Desire, yes, accounts for the loss and despair, but 

also the hope, the visions, the wisdom of lived lives and communities” (p. 417). This chapter is 

an account of my attempt to foster desire-based research, albeit as a settler on Indigenous lands, 

in an industry, a city, and a society that fetishizes damage.  

 

Complex Personhood 
	

Part of doing desire-based research inevitably means admitting that life is more 

complicated, more nuanced, more entangled, than we, as researchers, necessarily want it to be 

(Gordon, 1997; Macpherson, 2011). The people, non-human animals, places, or phenomena that 

we study rarely fit into categories or neat boxes on a chart, and life, despite even the best laid 

plans, always gets in the way of the research process. “That life is complicated may seem a banal 

expression of the obvious,” Avery Gordon writes, “ but it is nonetheless a profound theoretical 

statement – perhaps the most important theoretical statement of our time” (1997, p. 3). One of 

the dimensions to this theoretical statement, according to Gordon, is complex personhood: 

Complex personhood means that all people remember and forget, are beset by 

contradiction, and recognize and misrecognize themselves and others. Complex 

personhood means that people suffer graciously and selfishly too, get stuck in the 

symptoms of their troubles, and also transform themselves. Complex personhood means 

that even those called “Other” are never never that. Complex personhood means that the 

stories people tell about themselves, about their troubles, about their social worlds, and 

about their society’s problems are entangled and weave between what is immediately 

available as a story and what their imaginations are reaching toward. Complex 
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personhood means that people get tired and some are just plain lazy. Complex 

personhood means that groups of people will act together, that they will vehemently 

disagree with and sometimes harm each other, and that they will do both at the same time 

and expect the rest of us to figure it out for ourselves, intervening and withdrawing as the 

situation requires. Complex personhood means that even those who haunt our dominant 

institutions and their systems of value are haunted too by things they sometimes have 

names for and sometimes do not. At the very least, complex personhood is about 

conferring the respect on others that comes from presuming that life and people’s lives 

are simultaneously straightforward and full of enormously subtle meaning. (Gordon, 

1997, p. 4-5) 

Gordon’s powerful conceptualization of complex personhood, her statement that “life is 

complicated,” underpins the methodology for this thesis project. 

“Conferring… respect on others” for their complex and entangled lives is often not (if 

ever) a primary concern of the Canadian criminal justice system. Discourses of risk and 

responsibilization silence complexity and deny the inextricable relationships between 

institutional power and people’s everyday lives. This denial not only has very real material and 

psychological effects for people with prison experiences; it perpetuates a narrative that bolsters 

the legitimacy of the prison and state-sanctioned violence against criminalized persons (Lynch, 

2000; Shantz et al., 2009; Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Brown & Baker, 2012). As a result, 

violating parole conditions, talking back to a parole officer, not being able to hold down a job 

after being released, committing another crime, and other indicators of a person’s ‘unsuccessful’ 

reintegration into the community, are often dismissed as behavioural issues, a bad attitude, or 
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some other synonym for ‘personal failing,’ rather than a legitimate affective response to their 

environment (Lynch, 2000). 

In comparison, complex personhood affords us the opportunity to have discussions about 

lived experiences that risk and responsibilization effectively foreclose. Not only does complex 

personhood allow for a more generous reading of people’s actions and reactions by centering 

their humanness (Wanzo, 2006; Love, 2016). Complex personhood challenges many of the 

binaries that our justice system depends on to maintain its prominent position in our society 

(Seuffert, 1999). Complex personhood allows us to understand how these binaries – the political 

and the personal, the citizen and the criminal, good and evil, right and wrong, inside and outside, 

risky and safe – are ultimately disrupted in the everyday lives of people with incarceration 

experience, if we would only listen.  

My goal of invoking complex personhood throughout this thesis is not to re-humanize 

people with prison experiences as claiming to do so would contribute to the myth that people 

with prison experiences are not human or have somehow lost their humanity. I am simply 

suggesting that complex personhood reminds us that we are all always already human. While 

perhaps a “banal expression of the obvious”, recognizing someone’s claim to complex 

personhood, to a full humanity, reminds us that we all live embodied lives, albeit in different and 

variously culturally coded bodies, each of us with capabilities to develop meaningful 

relationships with one another, each of us with a past that shapes not only our present, but also 

our visions of the future (Gordon, 1997, p. 3). Recognizing someone’s complex personhood 

means recognizing that person as a storyteller, as an expert, a teacher, and an analyst of their own 

experiences, rather than a passive subject of academic curiosity or a risk to be managed.  
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A methodology informed by the idea of complex personhood could be considered risky 

or even dangerous to many people working in and around the Canadian criminal justice system. 

Recognizing the complex personhood of people who have broken the law means doing 

something that we are often loathed to consider: “we must believe in their experiences, along 

with the value of their accounts… we have to take the rule breaker’s definition of the situation 

seriously and place it at the centre of our analysis to add authenticity, voice, and meaning to 

scholarly accounts” (Piché et al., 2014, p. 451). Recognizing complex personhood though, is, 

clearly, not an easy task in a society that rarely takes seriously the personhood of a person with 

prison experience, let alone recognizes the nuanced intricacies of their lives. However, it is 

nonetheless necessary if we are to imagine otherwise. 

 

Volunteering 
	

According to some critical prison ethnographers, participation in some form or another in 

the community you are researching in is a given, not only for personal or political reasons, but 

also for practical ones (for example, Nielsen, 2010; Reeves, 2010; Ugelvik, 2014; Cunha, 2014). 

The literature on the practicality of volunteering for fieldwork wasn’t something that I was aware 

of when I started my thesis. After all, I wasn’t planning on doing an ethnographic project when I 

defended my thesis proposal. What I had proposed to do was an exploratory project and narrative 

inquiry of reintegration pathways of incarcerated people and their families in Kingston, one that I 

thought would inevitably point to the gap in service provision between the criminal justice 

system and the local public health authority through interviews and qualitative mapping of 

people’s reintegration circuits. What I found myself doing instead was a quasi-ethnographic 

project about the embodied and emotional terrains of reintegration. Early on in my interviews 
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with formerly incarcerated people, it became clear to me that my project wasn’t aligned with the 

motivations or needs of the people I was speaking to. For example, my questions about the 

public health gap in reintegration services often fell flat in interviews, with many people unable 

to articulate how the institution of public health, which has been largely absent in their lives even 

before their incarceration, could help improve their post-prison experiences in Kingston. Health 

was important to everyone I spoke to, but limiting my focus to public health would have been to 

ignore a much bigger problem of neoliberal neglect in reintegration service provision.  

These early conversations also resulted in my decision to stop ‘mapping’ people’s 

reintegration circuits. Where people went when trying to access services often mattered less than 

what, why, and how they felt throughout, and even after, the process of reintegration. In fact, 

because of the overwhelming confusion and uncertainty that often accompanies the frenetic 

search for support during reintegration, many people couldn’t actually remember where they 

went, but everyone remembered how they felt. Place mattered to people, but not in the ways I 

had originally thought. I shifted my research questions and my methods accordingly in an effort 

to create as much space in interviews as I could for people’s emotional responses to the violence 

they had experienced. After making these changes, I began to receive more complimentary 

feedback from many of the people I spoke to, with some saying that they had never been given 

the opportunity to discuss their reintegration experiences so openly before our conversation 

together.  

Part of this shift in the outcomes of my research also had to do with the instrumental role 

that volunteering in the local community ended up playing in my fieldwork. I certainly identify 

with Carla Reeves (2010) when she says, “the trajectory of fieldwork is shaped by the manner in 

which relationships with… gatekeepers are developed and played out” (p. 329). Practically, 
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volunteering proved to be a humbling experience and not only helped me to negotiate my 

‘outsider’ status in these spaces, but also allowed me to build rapport with both service providers 

and service users in ways that continuously shaped this thesis project (Reeves 2010; Ugelvik, 

2014). 

Throughout my Master’s project, I volunteered with three local organizations: the 

Canadian Families in Corrections Network (CFCN), the St. Vincent de Paul Society of Kingston 

(affectionately nicknamed Vinnie’s by some service users), and the Elizabeth Fry Society of 

Kingston (most commonly known around town as E-fry), although, not all at once. Before I 

submitted my thesis proposal in March 2019, I had already started volunteering with CFCN as an 

attendant in the visiting room of Millhaven Institution in Bath, Ontario to get some background 

information on what I thought I’d be studying. CFCN is a non-profit organization that supports 

families with loved ones who are incarcerated by providing information about different aspects 

of the criminal justice system. My job was to sit at one of the ten tables in the cramped visiting 

room and periodically offer information about parole, resources for families, or referrals to local 

service providers to those who were visiting their loved ones. I would also occasionally lend out 

craft supplies or board games to children who had come to visit their fathers. 

Aside from being a pencil crayon dispenser, I wasn’t much use to the people in the 

visiting room. I chalked this up to the institution I was in; since Millhaven is a maximum-

security institution, most of the people living there are serving longer sentences and have less 

opportunities to cascade down to a lower security prison. I would often see the same six or seven 

incarcerated people in the visiting room with their dedicated loved ones week after week. For 

some people, this meant that I was understandably more of a nuisance than anything, interrupting 

their cherished time with their loved ones every week to let them know I was at the same table I 
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was always at if they had any questions, which they almost never did. For others though, this 

repetition meant that I could develop a rapport with them. For example, one couple often 

encouraged me to watch their cribbage games when I told them that I had never played before.  

Unfortunately, the unrelenting misogynistic attitude that oozed out of the pores of 

Millhaven became intolerable. Among other, more institutionalized, forms of sexism that I 

experienced as a woman volunteer, I had become a target of one person’s misogynistic 

comments and jokes during my visits to the prison. I began to feel too physically uncomfortable 

and emotionally unsafe to continue volunteering with CFCN, and regretfully left my position at 

Millhaven after five months. 

However, I also had another reason to reconsider volunteering at Millhaven related to the 

design of my project. By the time I had decided to leave my position with CFCN, I had done 

seven interviews in the community with people who were in the process of reintegrating from 

prison into Kingston. My plan was to ask each person I interviewed if they had a loved one that I 

might also be able to interview in order to explore the impacts of incarceration on the larger 

Kingston community. Rarely did the people I spoke to have family members close by or have 

anyone they were on speaking terms with, but if they did, they avoided, and sometimes outright 

refused, my suggestion that I talk with their loved ones for fear of hurting or traumatizing them. I 

decided to incorporate their refusal into my project design (Simpson, 2007), stopped asking 

people about interviewing their loved ones, and began to focus my efforts on listening to the 

experiences of people who were coming out of prison. This decision led me to reach out to 

Vinnie’s and E-fry. 

Even in those first few interviews, Vinnie’s and E-fry were mentioned as hubs of 

reintegration activity. Overall, more than half of the people I spoke to for this project mentioned 
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Vinnie’s, E-fry, or both, as integral to their reintegration into Kingston. Vinnie’s is a non-profit 

organization on Stephen Street, bordering the downtown core and the infamously poor 

neighbourhoods of the city’s north end. Their organization has three broad functions in the 

community: first, as a soup kitchen that offers breakfast (unofficially; usually a muffin or a 

bagel) and lunch (officially; always a hot meal); second, as a point of access for clothes, donated 

perishable foods, household items, children’s toys, and community services like flu shots; and 

third, as a food bank (people are able to collect non-perishable food bundles from Vinnie’s once 

a month). Similarly, E-fry is also a non-profit organization, but one that specializes in helping 

women who are in conflict with the law at various stages in their journey through the criminal 

justice system. Located just a few blocks away from Vinnie’s on Charles Street, E-fry’s 

impressive list of programs and services support women in court, with their bail conditions and 

supervision, in both provincial and federal prisons, and once they are released through the 

provision of housing, court-mandated programming, and also general emotional support through 

their drop-in centre. I had already connected with one staff member at each organization as a part 

of my undergraduate project two years earlier, and both were more than willing to help me with 

recruitment for my Master’s research as well.  

I entered each space with caution. Although I had made it past the formal gatekeepers, 

those who have the power to make agency decisions (Reeves, 2010), like letting a student 

researcher walk through their spaces of service provision, I knew that researchers don’t have a 

great reputation in places like this, and justifiably so. Researchers are often exploitative of 

people, extracting information and leaving without a trace (Tuck, 2009; Tuck & Yang, 2014). I 

remember being so afraid about how I would be perceived by service users in these spaces, that I 

had a recurring waking dream of my body disappearing whenever I walked into Vinnie’s or E-
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fry and, instead, I would turn into a walking Queen’s University coat of arms, awkwardly 

moving through space and trying to chase people down who were clearly attempting to avoid me. 

This waking dream, obviously, didn’t happen, but my positionality seemed to be fairly easy for 

people to read. Much to my surprise, my legibility as a student, a researcher, and a volunteer 

turned out to be more of a blessing than a curse, largely due to the informal gatekeepers that I 

was able to meet along the way (Reeves, 2010). 

For example, my first trip to E-fry was to attend one of the agency’s Community Kitchen 

events. Every Friday, a home cooked lunch is served to any woman who drops by. A raffle 

follows the meal, and each woman is able to leave with a ‘takeaway’ of leftover food donated by 

Providence Care Hospital and packaged up by E-fry volunteers. I had been invited by one of the 

managers in order to get to know some of the people I might be interviewing. By the time I 

arrived at eleven o’clock, there were already more than a dozen women in the dining room. A 

placement student directed me to make up a plate for myself and find a seat, so I did. As I looked 

around for a place to sit, a woman with a booming voice called me over to sit next to her. As 

soon as I finished introducing myself (mentioning only that I was a graduate student at Queen’s), 

the woman, let’s call her Sandy, began barraging me with questions, teachings, and warnings. 

Honestly, I don’t remember a lot of what was said, but here are some of the things that stuck 

with me: 

“You need to meet [name], that is who you should really be listening to.” 

“I’m going to make you my niece. How many more like you are there at Queen’s? We’ll 

have coffee.” 

“I’m going to teach you cultural safety.” 

“I don’t know you, but from what I can tell, you have a good heart and intuition.” 
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“What are you doing here?” 

“Don’t let anyone touch my chicken.” 

“I take care of this community. Any white person that comes near this community, I 

doubly watch.” 

“You seem alright. If I say you seem alright, you’ll pass by most standards.” 

“You don’t need to be afraid here, I won’t hurt you.” 

“This will be the most important thing that I could ever teach you.” 

“We’ll talk, you and I.” 

“I think you’ll do great things.” 

“I need to line up young women like you to take over my work so that I can rest.” 

“Now you know me.” 

My shock and confusion must have been easy to read on my face, because Sandy kept saying 

things like, “You don’t need to be afraid of me… Unless there’s something about you that I need 

to protect this community from.” I took a deep breath and finally said, “I hope not.” Sandy 

nodded, and we moved onto a conversation about how good the food was.  

After that first day at E-fry, I was largely able to walk into the drop-in centre, planned or 

unplanned, without anyone blinking an eye. Even though my official volunteer role was in the 

Court Support Program on Wednesday afternoons, I was welcomed at the agency any day of the 

week. I peeled apples for a slew of apple pies for the Thanksgiving Community Kitchen, I helped 

decorate sugar cookies at Christmas time, and I often sat at the table and listened to the different 

kinds of care work taking place for and between women at E-fry. I was beginning to feel like a 

part of the community at E-fry, and I credited being vetted by Sandy and other service users for 
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this acceptance. My socialization at Vinnie’s took place through similar interactions, and I 

started volunteering there sorting through donations every Wednesday morning.  

Although volunteering facilitated my acceptance into Vinnie’s and E-fry as a researcher, 

I was certainly no less of an ‘outsider’ by the end of my fieldwork. I had built rapport with both 

service providers and service users, but didn’t belong to either group (Ugelvik, 2014). I was, as 

Jacobs (1977) says, a “group of one” (as cited in Ugelvik, 2014, p. 478) and was thus treated 

with somewhat of a guarded optimism by service providers and service users (Reeves, 2010). 

However, volunteering with all three organizations, CFCN, Vinnie’s, and Efry, certainly shaped 

my project in unexpected ways.  

For instance, I was sorting through donations at Vinnie’s in the back room one morning 

when a rather loud discussion broke out amongst people in the front room. It was already a 

heated conversation when I started listening: 

 “All Queen’s students are snobs,” said one person. 

“Ya!” Many people were verbally agreeing and nodding their heads. Others began to 

chime in. 

 “It’s so hard to find a place to live when they take all the housing!” 

 “How are we supposed to find a place when they take it all?” 

I continued to work quietly in the back room and turned up the radio in an effort not to 

eavesdrop anymore than I already had. I didn’t necessarily agree or disagree with what 

they were saying, but I certainly wasn’t about to contribute to a conversation that was 

clearly not meant for me. I didn’t want to seem like I was swooping in, adding my ivory 

tower perspective on the housing crisis in Kingston. 
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It was conversations like this one that I would not have otherwise been privy to without 

volunteering. These opportunities developed my sensitivities to the often-tumultuous nature of 

reintegration experiences, influenced what literature I read, and forced me into uncomfortable, 

and sometimes embarrassing, realizations of how my privilege manifests in my own, and others’, 

day-to-day life. Perhaps most importantly, volunteering shaped the questions that I asked (and 

didn’t ask), and how I asked them in my interviews with formerly incarcerated people. 

 

Interviews 
	

Interviews were the primary method through which I answered my research questions. 

Between June 2019 and February 2020, I completed 23 interviews with formerly incarcerated 

people. My approach to interviews was largely unstructured and fluid. I followed a combination 

of what Bloor & Wood (2011) call “purposive” and “volunteer” sampling to make myself known 

to people with prison experiences (p. 3). My previous relationships with many local reintegration 

service providers as a result of my undergraduate thesis project were integral to the relative ease 

with which I entered various communities.  

I contacted fourteen local service providers by phone and/or email to ask for their help 

with my thesis project in whatever capacity they saw fit. Different service providers took 

different approaches to my request. Many agreed to send potential interviewees my way, while 

others set up meetings between people who were interested in my project and myself, often 

generously allowing me to use their office space to do so. Some service providers agreed to 

distribute my study materials to all of their service users, and others personally introduced me to 

each person they knew to have prison experiences. Many also offered to advertise my study with 

recruitment posters and pamphlets I had made for that purpose. In some cases, service providers 
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handpicked people for me to talk to (purposive sampling), and in other cases made their service 

users aware of my study and gave them my contact information should they be interested 

(volunteer sampling) (Bloor & Wood, 2011). I had no doubt that the way that each service 

provider chose to introduce my project to their service users would have an impact in if, what, 

and how people became interested and involved in interviews. But, frankly, I wasn’t about to tell 

service providers how to interact with the people they work and live with everyday for the sake 

of increasing the objectivity of my data (Robertson, 1998; Brinkmann, 2014). Ultimately, the 

only criteria I made service providers aware of for potential interviewees were that they should 

have experience living in a Canadian federal prison, that they should currently be living in 

Kingston, and that they be able to speak English. Regardless of the way in which people were 

made aware of my project, the relatively large number of people who agreed to be interviewed 

indicated that people were eager to share their experiences.  

Reporting the demographics of the people I spoke to is important, but necessarily 

complicated. By important, I mean that identity matters to the ways that people go about and 

experience reintegration in Kingston. By complicated, I mean that identity often resists the 

tendency of researchers to place it in one box over another on a demographic questionnaire. For 

example, of the twenty-three people I spoke with, sixteen identified as men and seven identified 

as women. Two of the women I spoke to also identified at multiple points throughout their 

interviews as trans women. Because of the ways in which both women discussed and 

experienced their identities as both women and trans women, it would be a betrayal to suggest 

that they could be relegated to one box on a statistical form. With that said, I would like to 

emphasize the diversity of people and experiences included in this project without leaning too 

much on numerical representations of heteronormative and colonial identities in order to do so. 
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Seventeen people identified their ancestry as white European, while six identified as Indigenous. 

The ages of participants varied considerably, the youngest participant being 27 years of age and 

the oldest at 76 years old. While some people had been released from prison only a few days 

before our interview, others had spent more than thirty years in the community since their last 

time in prison. Most people I spoke to were parents. All of the people I spoke to were Canadian 

citizens, and all but one person were born in Ontario. 

The interviews themselves were largely unstructured. I had an interview guide with me, 

but each conversation was unique and usually took its own course. As a result, the length of 

interviews varied considerably, with the shortest interview barely lasting fifteen minutes and the 

longest being over two hours. However, most interviews were about fifty minutes long. I 

followed the recommendations of my colleagues and asked people if they had a preferred place 

in mind for the interview, ideally, a place that would make them feel comfortable and safe. So, 

the locations of interviews were often unique. These conversations took place in a variety of 

settings, mostly in and around the downtown core of the Limestone City: in the offices of service 

providers, in soup kitchens, in parks, in coffee shops, on patios, in public libraries, and in fast 

food restaurants. Each place had a unique atmosphere and fit into Kingston’s political economy 

in different ways (i.e. my conversation with Shanadora at the Elm; see Chapter 2), certainly 

adding another layer of geographical richness to each conversation. 

Although most conversations focused on people’s experiences in prison and after they 

were released, a great deal of time was also spent reflecting on interviewees’ lives before they 

were incarcerated. It perhaps goes without saying that these interviews were often underpinned 

by powerful emotions. People became angry, cried, laughed, were speechless, and fearful as they 

recounted their experiences to me. I also became angry, cried, laughed, and was speechless with 
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them. Slowly, I realized that the tone, the emotionality, of the words that were spoken became 

just as important in communicating experience and meaning as the words themselves. 

The emotionality of people’s words presented me with an analytical problem. How do 

you ‘code’ for emotion? How can you account for the affective character of reintegration by 

coding without completely decontextualizing the emotion from the story being told and losing 

the urgency or complexity of what someone is trying to tell you? Despite these concerns, I tried 

to code; I didn’t know what else to do. I downloaded NVivo on my computer and began 

uploading each transcript into the program.  

However, a couple of days into coding, I began to get this feeling, this haunting 

suspicion, that I was doing something terribly wrong by analyzing people’s experiences this way. 

I felt like I was participating in an extractive, colonial process (Tuck & Yang, 2014). By their 

very nature, the codes I had created seemed oriented towards inevitably finding some sort of 

theme as if it was coyly hiding within the pages of people’s transcripts waiting to be discovered 

(Tuck & Yang, 2014; Brinkmann, 2014; St. Pierre & Jackson, 2014; Bowleg, 2017). And, 

doubling down on my concerns about adequately accounting for the emotional nature of people’s 

experiences, “we can only code what is actually said, which is a severe constraint on a 

researcher’s ability to interpret the significance of social dynamics” (Rosiek & Heffernan, 2014, 

p. 727). The more I read about “doing without data” (Brinkmann, 2014, p. 720) or “qualitative 

analysis after coding” (St. Pierre & Jackson, 2014, p. 715), the more resolved I became to try 

doing my analysis without coding. The next question was ‘how?’ 

Thankfully, a number of critical scholars have detailed their alternative approaches to 

qualitative data analysis. I read about “diffractive analysis” (Davies, 2014; Mazzei, 2014), and 

“plugging-in” theory (Mazzei & Jackson, 2012). I was particularly intrigued by Brinkmann’s 
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(2014) “abductive reasoning”, Rosiek & Heffernan’s (2014) instructive example of reading for 

silences in interview transcripts, and using the concept of “refusal” both as a methodology and an 

analytic practice (Simpson, 2007; Tuck & Yang, 2014) – a concept I will discuss more in the 

next section. Simply put, there is no shortage of innovative ways to analyze qualitative data 

beyond coding. In the end though, I ended up following an analytic process that combined Sara 

Childers’ (2014) “promiscuous data analysis” (p. 819) and Lisa Mazzei & Alecia Y. Jackson’s 

(2012) idea of “plugging-in” theory (p. 747). 

By the end of my fieldwork, I had more than twenty-two hours of interview audio – with 

some interview transcripts that were over forty pages long – and over forty pages of typed field 

notes. Compared to many projects, Childers’ (2014) included, the amount of data I had was not 

‘unmanageable’ perse, but it often felt that way. So, I felt relieved when I read that Childers 

(2014) had approached the analysis of an ethnographic project with Ohio high school students in 

much the same way I had: 

Data management is not the same as data analysis, but there was a provocative and 

affective engagement produced through the physical handling of these materials. Field 

notes, transcripts, and documents never left my desk as I sorted and re-sorted them into 

piles, handling their materiality as I thought and wrote… These material practices, pen to 

paper, hand moving to underline and write, ‘doing,’ were a necessary part of my analytic 

practice… Those material practices, however, were simultaneously infiltrated by theory; 

thinking and doing were constitutive and could not be separated. (p. 821) 

So, I forsook NVivo, printed out all of my transcripts, field notes, and relevant literature, and 

began to read. I listened to interview audio again. I read and re-read transcripts at the same time I 

read and re-read my field notes, literature, and theory. I highlighted, underlined, wrote notes in 
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the margins, sorted, lost documents in the mountains of papers on my desk, and then found 

things I wasn’t expecting in the search for something else. Often, the things I read were informed 

by what people had told me in their interviews, things I would be reminded of when I read their 

transcripts for the fourth or fifth time. Something they said would direct me to, for example, 

reading about Kingston’s bylaws, the creeping gentrification north of Princess Street, and 

property development processes on Montreal Street. Or I would be directed to read Statistics 

Canada’s breakdown of the decreasing trend in violent crime over the last thirty years, strangely 

accompanied by the development of a growing carceral state in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2019; 

Piché, 2014; McElligot, 2017). The point of this is to say, that this material approach to analysis 

allowed me be even more informed by the people I had spoken to, facilitating my understanding 

of both the national and local contexts of people’s experiences in a way that would have never 

been possible had I followed a traditional ‘coding’ approach to analysis. Although my 

knowledge of these contexts might not always be explicit in this thesis, it has certainly informed 

the writing of this report, as well as my continuous analysis of the politics of reintegration.  

Similarly to Childers (2014) then, “these materials were vibrant in that they brought me 

back to thinking-feeling the materiality of fieldwork… [and] continued to ‘irrupt into the space 

of analysis’ even when I was no longer in the field and provoked an affective re-engagement” (p. 

821). For me, this affective re-engagement took the form of writing stories. Writing these 

narratives, constructed using people’s transcripts, quickly became another form of analysis and 

methodology (Colyar, 2009; de Leeuw et al., 2017), one that gave me the freedom to explore the 

often chaotic emotionality of reintegration.  
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Once I was finished writing stories, I began my analysis using Mazzei and Jackson’s 

(2012) idea of “plugging-in” (p. 747). Quoting Deleuze and Guattari (1987), Mazzei and Jackson 

(2012) explain “plugging-in”: 

‘When one writes, the only question is which other machine the literary work can be 

plugged into, must be plugged into in order to work’… And so we moved to engage 

“plugging-in” as a process rather than a concept… We used voices of participants, our 

own voices, theoretical voices, voices of our teachers/mentors, voices of other scholars, 

and so on. Rather than succumbing to the primacy of ONE voice in qualitative research 

(that of the participant), we plug in voices to produce something new: a constant, 

continuous process of making and unmaking. Voices (of data, of theory) make each other 

in the plugging-in and create new ways of thinking about both theory and data. (p. 747) 

In writing stories, I “plugged-in” my own voice with the voices of my participants. Similarly, 

rather than applying a theory in order to explain people’s reintegration experience, I attempted to 

plug-in the voices of the people I spoke with into the theories I read and vice versa, creating 

opportunities for new conversations about what reintegration means, both theoretically and 

practically. In other words, I tried “to be more concerned about what voice ‘does’ than what it 

‘is,’” recognizing that the people I spoke to had already theorized their experiences, and that I 

was simply theorizing their theorizations (Mazzei and Jackson, 2012, p. 750). This practice of 

using stories as analysis is often called narrative inquiry. 

 

Narrative Inquiry 
	

Narrative inquiry is the “exploration of the stories humans tell to make sense of lived 

experience,” and involves an understanding of stories as the primary method of creating and 
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understanding meaning in our lived experiences (Lewis, 2017, p. 161). We use stories to describe 

and make sense of our lives, as well as to make our lived experiences visible to others (Lewis, 

2017). The work of narrative inquiry is to create an awareness of the importance of stories and to 

ask questions about everyday lived settings and practices that appear seemingly unremarkable 

but are actually woven into larger narratives of power, oppression, or social change (Lewis, 

2017). In the telling and retelling of lived experiences, narrative inquiry not only surfaces taken-

for-granted power imbalances, but also allows us a glimpse into transformative possibilities in 

the creation of future stories (Orr & Olsen, 2007).  

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, a lot of stories that appear in academic 

research are often damage-centred. Of this pattern of damage-centered research, Tuck (2009) 

says: 

I believe that for many well-meaning people, it is actually a de facto reliance on a 

potentially problematic theory of change that leads to damage-centred research. In a 

damage-centered framework, pain and loss are documented in order to obtain particular 

political or material gains. In many ways, the underlying theory of change is borrowed 

from litigation discourse… testifying to damage so that persecutors will be forced to be 

accountable… [but] After the research team leaves, after the town meeting, after the news 

cameras have gone away, all we are left with is this damage. (p. 413, 414, 415) 

Damage-centred research is great at justifying reparations to the ‘damaged’ community, but does 

nothing to foster accountability, to make sure whatever happened never happens again (Tuck, 

2009). I hope that it was made clear in Chapter 3 that currently and formerly incarcerated people 

have been singled out for their damage time and time again, and that this is a pattern that I am 

trying to avoid.  
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Part of avoiding this proclivity for damage-centered research means refusing to talk about 

some things, “to resist the urge to study people (and their ‘social problems’) and to study instead 

institutions and power” (Tuck & Yang, 2014, p. 815). For instance, everyone that I spoke to has 

experienced significant, life-altering trauma before, during, and after prison. Beyond this 

acknowledgement of participants’ traumatic experiences, I refuse to further dissect or categorize 

these experiences. Similarly, the people I spoke to went to prison for a number of different 

crimes, but I’m not going to talk about this either. This refusal is unfortunate, since the trauma 

that people have experienced and the crimes that they have committed undoubtedly shape the 

ways that they experience the world, see themselves and others, and imagine their futures. But as 

someone who is more or less narrating their stories, I am afraid that a more specific discussion of 

people’s trauma will most likely result in their experiences being broken down into variables, 

categorized into risk-factors, and used as an excuse to control them or someone else with a 

similar history (Simpson, 2007). 

That being said, I did have to break down people’s experiences, leave out parts of our 

conversations out and re-sequence passages, in order to write the stories that follow. I did this 

because there was a lot of stuff that I couldn’t fit in these stories, and, although inevitable, it is 

one of my biggest regrets of my thesis project. I wish that I could include the conversations we 

had about books, sports, ice cream, health care, interior decorating, dating, Kingston architecture, 

family vacations, vegetarianism, parliamentary politics, conditions inside prisons, and so much 

more. Unfortunately, those conversations, while revealing important dynamics of people’s lives, 

are not the primary focus of this thesis. So, although people with incarceration experiences spoke 

all of the words in these stories, it is important to keep in mind that I constructed these narratives 

to focus on the biggest challenges faced by people who are coming out of prison into Kingston. 
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Relatedly, I was regrettably not able to incorporate all of the stories I had written into the main 

body of this thesis. However, because I believe that each person’s experiences should be 

carefully considered within the broader politics of reintegration in Kingston, I have included the 

stories not found in the main body of this thesis as an Appendix (Appendix A). I strongly 

encourage everyone to read them.  

It is also important to note that I did not write stories for three participants: Emera, Sara, 

and Billy-Bob. Since Emera requested that her interview not be recorded, I didn’t feel 

comfortable creating a story about her experience where her words would be reconstructed from 

my notes and my own memories of the interview. While Sara and Billy-Bob shared important 

insights with me, both interviews were, I felt, too short to be able to create a coherent story 

without compromising the integrity of what was actually said.   

I make these disclaimers in order to be transparent and to avoid what Mazzei & Jackson 

(2012) call “an unthinking of voice” by many qualitative researchers:  

A voice [is] too easily taken as a ‘thing’… Voice is constituted, constrained, manipulated, 

and held constant in our efforts as researchers to craft a narrative, tell a story, give voice, 

and make meaning. Such an unthinking of voice calls us to question our motives as 

researchers as we continue to rely on and interrogate ‘a’ subject to tell ‘a’ story that is 

uncomplicated and that in fact relies on an unreliable subject that doesn’t exist. Or worse, 

perhaps, to use ourselves as reliable narrators to convey or to ‘give voice’. (p. 750) 

I do not claim to ‘give voice’ to people with prison experiences, nor do I claim that the stories in 

the next chapters fully capture the experience of reintegration (as if there is only one experience 

of reintegration). I spoke with each person for a nominal amount of time, only ever able to barely 

scratch the surface of what it’s like to return to a community after prison. These people’s stories 
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didn’t end when I turned the voice recorder off at the end of an interview; they are still being 

lived, and the complexity of their lives cannot be contained in an academic text (Childers, 2014). 

In other words, these stories should not stand in the place of much needed in-depth and ongoing 

consultation with formerly incarcerated people about what they think should change in our 

criminal justice system. However, the stories you are about to read have value in their ability to 

recognize complex personhood at the same time as they haunt us, produce a something-to-be-

done, and force us to begin to imagine otherwise. 
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Chapter 5: Productive Denial 
	

Pedro sold drugs for a few years after he was released from prison. So, he knew a lot 

about the drug culture in Kingston, including the incredible popularity of crystal meth across the 

city. But, Pedro was also a big picture thinker, and he had thought a lot about the 

criminalization and policing of people like himself in our society. To him, it was all connected. 

“I mean, crystal meth has ruined the street,” he told me. “You do know that it’s a by-

product of the war on drugs? The war on drugs is very inhumane. We’ve been doing it for a 

hundred years, we’ve been abusing and shaming addicts. Has it worked? No! It hasn’t. And the 

war on drugs is a fucking debacle and it gives us crystal meth.” 

Pedro had a frightened expression. “And crystal meth has turned the streets like really, 

really, really, really bad. Like, we used to think that smoking crack was the end of the world, but 

it’s nothing compared to crystal meth. Like, it’s gonna be bad for society overall. We need our 

mental health institutions back cause we’re gonna have a wave of people.” He turned to look at 

me. “And you do realize that all the mental health institutions got closed in the nineties and 

we’re throwing them all in prison now. So, I don’t know what the fucking statistics would be, but 

almost everybody has a mental health issue in jail. But like, there’s some messed up cases in 

there and they don’t get treated very well.” 

Pedro took a deep breath. 

“That’s largely how we deal with mental illness in this country. We put their face into the 

fucking floor and then we bend up all their arms until they think they’re gonna die. And when 

they say, ‘Can you please lighten up? I think I’m gonna die.’ They all tighten up at the same 

time.” 
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“I guess,” Pedro looked up at me, but then made a dismissive gesture with this hand, “I 

guess you’ll never notice this, but I’ve noticed it: when you beg for your life, they’ll try harder to 

kill you.” 

____________________________ 

 I can’t get these words out of my head. They haunt me. They should haunt you too.  

“When you beg for your life, they’ll try harder to kill you.”  

Aside from the horrific physical image that Pedro’s story conjures, I can’t help but 

wonder if there is something else we can take away from his words, his warning. What Pedro is 

describing, a violent encounter between a person in prison with a mental illness and prison staff, 

is more than just a recounting of a single event. By situating his story within the history of the 

war on drugs and the shrinking welfare state, Pedro is not only pointing to a pattern of structural 

violence, but to a particular way in which the carceral state relates to the people it seeks to 

control. The carceral state denies incarcerated people’s emotional responses to violence as 

legitimate claim to intelligence, agency, or knowledge. In fact, the affective responses of 

incarcerated and criminalized people are habitually met with increased violence by the state and 

are often spoken about with medicalized discourses of hysteria, psychopathy, and other 

characteristically unpredictable forms of mental illness (Wormith et al., 2007; Daigle, 2007; 

Simpson et al., 2013; Reidy et al., 2015). What does this denial of emotion as knowledge mean 

for incarcerated people both in and out of prison? 

“When you beg for your life, they’ll try harder to kill you.” 

 In this chapter, I demonstrate the carceral state’s subjugation of the emotional knowledge 

of people with prison experiences using stories told by Pedro, Violet, Tom, Charlie, Jack Spratt, 

and Vicki. I not only explore how the subjugation of emotional knowledge extends beyond the 
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prison walls as people reintegrate from prison into Kingston, but also how this subjugation 

serves a productive function in the operation of the carceral state.  

I take up the term subjugated knowledge from Foucault and his lectures at the Collège de 

France in 1975-1976. “When I say ‘subjugated knowledge,’ I mean two things,” Foucault says: 

On the one hand, I am referring to historical contents that have been buried or masked in 

the functional coherences or formal systematizations… blocks of historical knowledges 

that were present in the functional and systematic ensembles, but which were masked, 

and the critique was able to reveal their existence by using, obviously enough, the tools 

of scholarship. Second… I am also referring to a whole series of knowledges that have 

been disqualified as nonconceptual knowledges, as insufficiently elaborated knowledges: 

naïve knowledges, hierarchically inferior knowledges, knowledges that are below the 

required level of erudition or scientificity. (1976/2003, p. 7) 

For the purposes of this chapter, I am most interested in Foucault’s second definition of 

subjugated knowledge, and how these marginalized, supposedly inferior kinds of knowledge “are 

not hidden in the institutions of official knowledge but are their disqualified secrets” (Gordon, 

2008, p. 652). One such subjugated knowledge is, I propose, emotional knowledge.  

 The concept of emotional knowledge has been explored in detail in discussions of 

education and teaching pedagogy (see, for example, Zembylas, 2007; Beazidou, Botsoglou, & 

Vlachou, 2013; Bratianu & Orzea, 2014). In this context, the term emotional knowledge is often 

used interchangeably with emotional intelligence or emotional development, and is used to 

describe the ways in which people (usually children) learn to negotiate their social environments 

by experiencing and reading their own emotions and the emotions of their peers (Beazidou et al., 

2013; Bratianu & Orzea, 2014). Although this is certainly part of what I have in mind when I talk 
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about emotional knowledge, the emotional knowledge I discuss in this chapter is more complex 

and relational, resisting the idea that each person’s emotions are self-contained and originate 

from within an individual’s mind (Ahmed, 2004; Brennan, 2004). Below, I list three broad, but 

interconnected, characteristics of what I term emotional knowledge throughout this chapter. 

 First, I define emotional knowledge as both cognitive and embodied knowledge, rather 

than being categorized as one or the other (Bratianu & Orzea, 2014). We can’t get a certificate or 

a degree in this kind of emotional knowledge, nor can we deny that the ways we feel emotions in 

and around our bodies impact how we interact with and make decisions in the world. This 

understanding of emotional knowledge, as both cognitive and embodied, disrupts ideas of 

emotions as being the opposite of cognition, evolutionarily primitive, and as associated with 

irrationality and femininity (see, for example, Lutz, 1986; Ahmed, 2004; Brennan, 2004). 

Viewing emotional knowledge in this way also suggests that everyone has a unique and valuable 

emotional knowledge to share, rather than assuming that the majority of knowledge resides with 

experts of emotional intelligence or emotional development. 

 Second, emotional knowledge is garnered through our lived experiences. Each of us has 

unique experiences of living in the world that are shaped by the ways in which our bodies are 

observed or read (and misread) in society (i.e. by race, gender, sexual orientation, bodily 

capability, etc.). These readings of our bodies undoubtedly create affective differences in the 

ways that we interact with others and view ourselves in society. These differences in affect and 

emotions as a result of embodied experience (i.e. trauma, and its long-lasting bodily and 

cognitive effects) are carried with us into our future experiences and relationships with others, 

often appearing both in ways that we may expect as well as in ways that surprise us. This aspect 

of emotional knowledge is important, because it helps us to understand that while emotions and 
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affect may appear to be, at first-glance, an immediate (sometimes read by others as irrational or 

over-reactive) reaction, “the immediacy of the reaction is not itself a sign of a lack of mediation” 

or meditation based on previous lived experiences (Ahmed, 2004, p. 7). 

 Third, and perhaps most importantly, emotional knowledge is relational. We learn about 

and through emotions from our interactions with other people and our environments; “indeed, 

attending to emotions might show us how all actions are reactions, in the sense that what we do 

is shaped by the contact we have with others” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 4). Emotional knowledge then is 

not only relational in the sense that we learn from others, but in that it is also geographical; much 

of why and how we feel is determined by the places we live, work, and play. In other words, 

emotional knowledge allows for another reading of experiences, one that allows for new and 

different conversations about lived experiences in and around institutions to take place. 

 Given this new definition of emotional knowledge, it is important to understand how it is 

considered (or not) in our society’s major institutions. Rather than emotions being viewed as 

simply ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ as they have been previously, some emotions are viewed as ‘better’ than 

others “insofar as they are re-presented as a form of intelligence, as ‘tools’ that can be used by 

subjects in the project of life and career enhancement” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 3). Thus, it is the job of 

the individual, the neoliberal citizen, not only to develop ‘good’ emotions, but also to temper 

their affective responses to ‘bad’ ones, especially in public (Ahmed, 2004; Brennan, 2004). 

Emotions, then, serve an ideological function in Western society: to maintain certain power 

relations between people who are understood to have the ability to control their emotions and 

those who do not (women, people of colour, people who experience mental illness, criminalized 

persons, etc.) (Lutz, 1986; Kilty & Bogosavljevic, 2019). The ways we talk about, and are taught 
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how to experience, emotion must be attended to if we are to understand how power shapes our 

everyday lives and the everyday lives of those around us (Ahmed, 2004).  

 

“When you’re in the system, it’s cause something happened to you” 
	

Violet and I were sitting next to each other at the big kitchen table at her halfway house. 

The sounds of the TV in the next room provided a familiar backdrop to our interview, even 

though I could see from my seat that no one was watching it.  

Violet had a refreshing way of cutting to the quick. Sometimes, she was so 

straightforwardly honest that it made me laugh. Like most people I spoke to, Violet had 

experienced a great deal of trauma before prison. So, when she was finally arrested, Violet took 

advantage of the time away from the challenges of her day-to-day life outside of prison.  

“I took a lot of time to relax, kind of like,” she paused, thinking, “kind of like a shitty 

vacation.” I chuckled. “But it was away from everything and I didn’t have to worry about, you 

know, when am I going to get my next fix, am I going to be sick, am I going to have anywhere to 

live tomorrow, am I going to have clean clothes, you know? All those worries, day-to-day things, 

it was a big kind of relief. And time for me to just heal a lot. Ya, I’m thankful, I’m grateful that 

happened to me.” 

“I mean,” she quickly added, “I wouldn’t necessarily say like prison itself helped me. It 

was just being away from everything, having that time to be by myself, you know? And be sober 

and…” Violet shook her head, “The programs there are shitty, they don’t do anything, they don’t 

help anybody. I mean, they’re mandatory, some of the programs, but it’s like, they should have 

more [of them]. And like, in terms of your mental health, they have mental health workers, but 

they don’t let you get like, in depth. When you have a meeting with them, they only let you talk 
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about the very minimal, they don’t go right into deep detail and actually work on healing. So, it’s 

kind of like, what are you guys really doing? How are you guys really helping people, you know? 

You’re not! You’re just letting them be here and you’re not actually giving people the help that 

they need.” 

“Ya, they’re just prescribing people meds,” I had heard from other people. 

“Ya! They have like the same ten medications for every friggen thing, you know? If you 

have depression or anxiety, you’re going to get the same thing.” 

“So,” I paraphrased, trying to understand, “the programs would be better if they 

actually engaged with people and let them talk about stuff?” ‘What a revelation,’ I thought 

sarcastically to myself.  

“Ya,” Violet agreed. “Like if they had more in depth counselling and therapy and stuff 

like that. But they don’t. They have NA and AA, but that doesn’t help everybody, you know? A lot 

of people have trauma, you know what I mean? And a lot of the programs there are based on the 

church kind of thing, but I’m not religious, so I didn’t go to any of them. And even then, they’re 

still just basic. Like, a lot of the time when you’re in the system, it’s because something has 

happened to you. You’ve experienced trauma and loss and you need in depth things to help you 

fix that. Not like, you know, just a few sessions and then you’re done.” 

“What do they have as far as helping you prepare for release?” I asked. 

“Um, nothing really… They have like little workshops [at the halfway house] you know, 

like managing powerful emotions, but I literally fell asleep in that damn thing. You know? It 

doesn’t really do anything. We all know the basics, it’s just the basics. It needs to be more in 

depth things, more stuff for healing for trauma and like, I don’t know, things to make you feel 

better.” 
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“Less management and more healing,” I paraphrased again.  

“Ya,” Violet nodded.  

 

As Violet explains, emotions and their affective responses are rarely spoken about in 

prison, or, if they are, it’s not in a way that would produce healing or perform a rehabilitative 

function. Even still, Violet confidently states, “when you’re in the system, it’s because something 

has happened to you.” Incarcerated people inevitably have affective responses to the trauma 

they’ve experienced, how their trauma is criminalized by the state, and the ways in which their 

trauma is usually exacerbated while they are in prison (Etter et al., 2008). Prison staff and 

medical professionals often misread these affective responses as symptomatic of mental illness, 

resistance to authority, or both (Kilty, 2012). Unfortunately, because of the carceral state’s 

obsession with risk management, emotions are treated as psychological symptoms to be managed 

and ultimately avoided, often with medication. In some cases, incarcerated people have reported 

being sedated to the point of being like “a walking zombie” for most of their prison sentence, 

unable to resist taking medication for fear of punishment (Kilty, 2012, p. 169). As such, it would 

seem that the primary concern of the Canadian carceral state is not the rehabilitation of the 

people it is entrusted to care for, but, rather, with institutional security (Kilty, 2012).  

Once people are released, this subjugation of emotional knowledge in favour of 

medicalized knowledge continues. Instead of being managed with high doses of psychotropic 

medications, incarcerated people are supposedly empowered to make their own, self-disciplined 

decisions via programs like Violet’s “managing powerful emotions,” class. It is in these quasi-

carceral spaces where people are told to learn the skills to control their emotions on their own 

(Miller, 2014). I can hear the aggravation in Violet’s voice as she describes the ineffectiveness of 
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these programs: “I literally fell asleep in the damn thing. It doesn’t really do anything.” Once 

again, as the result of a lack of acknowledgement of affect as relational or as a legitimate 

response to both past and ongoing trauma, these programs deny the emotional need of 

incarcerated people to heal. Additionally, since these programs take up neoliberal discourses of 

self-management, incarcerated people are blamed for any ‘unsuccessful’ attempt at their 

reintegration, and the slippery carceral state seemingly remains free of fault in the failed 

reintegration process (Turnbull & Hannah-Moffat, 2009; Shantz et al., 2009). The stakes of the 

subjugation of emotional knowledge are not to be taken lightly. For some people, as we will see, 

such a denial of emotional knowledge relegates them to a never-ending cycling between the 

prison and the community. 

 

“We don’t know where to go” 
	

Tom was timid, but he still had plenty to say about his life story, especially when it came 

to his struggles with his mental health. Tom and I met in his halfway house. After getting 

acquainted, we slowly began laying out a timeline of major events in Tom’s life. For example, 

this wasn’t the first time that Tom had been in a halfway house for the sentence he was currently 

serving. Even though he was at that halfway house for four years, Tom had some terrible 

experiences there. 

“You couldn’t talk to anybody there. Like, the only people you could talk to was the staff. 

And sometimes, talking to them, you’d get frustrated. So, you just try not to talk to them,” he 

said. 

“And then you don’t end up talking to anyone,” I deduced. 
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“No, you just isolate yourself in your apartment. You get bored, you get depressed. Your 

anxiety starts getting high. Like, where you get used to isolating yourself, especially doing it for 

almost four and a half years, and then, like there was a couple of times I thought of committing 

suicide.” Tom paused for a few moments. “And there was this one time that I was thinking of 

doing it, but I didn’t want to do it. So, what I did was, all of my knives in my apartment, I 

brought them down to the staff office and told the staff, ‘I don’t trust myself with these right now. 

Can you hold onto them?’ And instead of talking to me, like seeing what’s going on, like why I 

don’t trust myself with my knives, like what’s going on in my head and that, they called the 

monitoring centre to have the police show up and take me back to custody. Like, instead of just 

talking to me!” Tom’s voice had become louder. “But then they bring me back out a week later 

to the same place.” 

“Without having changed anything?” I asked. 

“No. To the same conditions, same rules, same demands,” he replied.  

Unsurprisingly then, Tom’s parole was later revoked and he returned to prison until just 

a few months before our interview. After being released to Kingston, he sought out support from 

the local area’s primary provider for mental health and addictions services. He was enrolled in 

a program there, and told me that being in the program was the first time he had felt supported 

in his mental health journey. Unfortunately, the service provider went through a wave of budget 

cuts.  

“When they were having financial cuts, the program was cut. So, I was one of the clients 

that was basically told that I wouldn’t have services, that they wouldn’t support me.” 

“How did that make you feel?” I asked. 

“Awkward.” 
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“Awkward?” I had never heard anyone use ‘awkward’ as an emotion before. 

“Like, not knowing where to go,” Tom clarified. 

“Right. Did you end up going anywhere else?” 

“No, I didn’t know where to go,” Tom said again. 

“They didn’t give you a follow-up or any place to check out instead?” 

Tom looked at me blankly. “No, they just gave me a number for the crisis line.” 

“Which is kind of a last resort, I guess,” I said. I paused and then asked, “Do you think it 

would be helpful to have a mental health program for people coming out of prison specifically?”  

“Ya,” Tom said excitedly, almost as if he had been waiting our whole conversation for 

me to ask that question, “well cause some people that come out of prison suffer PTSD. Like, 

some of the things they see in prison that they shouldn’t be seeing. Like, some people are in there 

for years on end. They suffer depression, anxiety, and when they come out, they’re nervous as 

ever!” 

“Ya,” I nodded. 

“Like, they don’t know how to adjust to society. Some of them don’t even know what a 

cellphone is, or how to use a bank machine. Like, okay, they have psychologists inside, but some 

of them, some of us are basically pretty much shoved out of prison into halfway houses where, 

okay, sometimes we’ll be offered services by a psychologist through parole, but some of us, once 

a psychologist deems that we don’t need their services anymore, they stop seeing us. But, when 

we’re stuck, well, we need to see somebody! We don’t know where to go or where to turn. 

Especially with mental health services not up and running with their budget cuts and that… I’m 

not sure if I can go there or what.” 
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It is here, in Tom’s story, I think, that we can begin to see the fracture take its gaping 

shape. On the one hand, ‘inside’ prison, there is a hegemonic understanding of mental health and 

trauma as medicalized issues. Paradoxically, as Violet explained to me, these medical 

understandings of emotion and affective responses to trauma as symptoms to be managed 

prevent incarcerated people from being able to heal from the violence they have experienced. On 

the other hand, ‘outside’ of prison, spaces to seriously engage with emotion and affect are also 

few and far between. The deinstitutionalization of mental health services, although originally 

meant to reform mental health service provision, produced unintended consequences for many 

people living with mental illness (Etter et al., 2008). For instance, many communities were 

unable to take on the mental health care of their members previously under the supervision of the 

state, resulting in many people suffering with mental illness entering the criminal justice system 

(Etter et al., 2008). This reform did little to curb the violent management of people with mental 

illness; in Pedro’s words, “we’re throwing them all in prison now… they don’t get treated very 

well.” Even if communities are able to care for those suffering with mental illness, community 

organizations are often unable to provide in-depth, wrap-around programming, having been 

handcuffed by neoliberal retrenchment policies (Miller, 2014). These discourses of mental health 

and institutional dynamics create a deadly combination, leaving structural causes of trauma and 

violence unaddressed, and neglecting the needs of people like Tom, who are left with nowhere to 

go (De Giorgi, 2017).  

But then, the question becomes, if the goals of CSC include, the “safe management of 

eligible offenders during their transition from the institution to the community,” and, “effective 

and timely interventions in addressing the mental health needs of offenders,” (CSC, 2016, para. 

1) why are they so bad at it? Why hasn’t CSC been able to attend to the emotional needs of the 
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people in their care, effectively hindering these people from reintegrating and maintaining their 

exclusion from society? These questions become especially relevant in Kingston, where the 

carceral state has been a primary form of local social control since before Canada’s 

confederation. Perhaps, following Foucault, it would be more instructive to ask these questions 

in a different way: 

Prison is an organization that is too complex to be reduced to purely negative functions of 

exclusion; its cost, its importance, the care that one takes in administering it, the 

justifications that one tries to give for it seem to indicate that it possesses positive 

functions. The problem is, then, to find out what role capitalist society has its penal 

system play, what is the aim that is sought, and what effects are produced by all these 

procedures for punishment and exclusion? What is their place in the economic process, 

what is their importance in the exercise and the maintenance of power? (Foucault & 

Simon, 1991, p. 28) 

I certainly do not intend to answer Foucault’s sweeping question of what is productive about the 

carceral state in the second half of this chapter. However, I do intend to explore the ways in 

which the subjugation of the emotional knowledge of people with prison experiences is 

productive and contributes to the maintenance of the prominent position of the carceral state in 

Kingston, and perhaps in Canada more broadly. 

 

“I don’t like the rules changed in the middle of the game” 

My whole conversation with Charlie was like having a conversation with Papa; Charlie 

crammed so much history, so many facts, and so much emotion into every sentence, clearly 

trying to persuade me of the injustice of our correctional system.  
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“I have a hard time with authority,” Charlie confessed. “I don’t like the rules changed in 

the middle of the game. I got sent back to prison cause I’d fuck with authority.” He quickly 

launched into an example of what he meant. “I worked during the day and I inevitably would 

have a parole officer say, ‘We want you to take this anger management program at two o’clock 

in the afternoon.’ It’s offered at two in the afternoon and it’s offered at seven at night. I work in 

the day. What do you suggest would happen?”  

There was a long pause.  

“I’m asking you,” Charlie said to me. 

“Oh, uh,” I was scrambling. “Well, you would be breaching your condition if you didn’t 

go, but then you would probably lose your job if you did go-” 

“But what are the two choices?” Charlie looked at me sternly. “What do you think I 

should do? What would be better for me if I work all day? Do you think seven at night would be 

the better choice?” 

“Oh, ya, for sure.” 

“Okay.” Charlie nodded. “So, they say, ‘We want you to take it at two in the afternoon.’ 

And I say, ‘Well, I’m working at two, can I take it at seven at night?” ‘No, we want you there at 

two in the afternoon.’” 

“Why?” 

“Exactly. ‘Because I want you to.’ ‘Please may I go at seven at night?’ ‘No, I want you 

there at two in the afternoon.’ ‘Well, fuck you! I want to go at seven at night.’ ‘Oh, I don’t like 

your attitude.’ ‘Well, I don’t like the choice you’re giving me.’ ‘You’re going back to jail.’ ‘So be 

it.’ And off you go.” 

“Mm, right,” I nodded. 
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“Right?” Charlie gave me another example of how the rules can be changed in the 

middle of the game. “I have a friend of mine that just got out. Thirty-odd years inside on a life 

sentence. He’s got a mangled back and his spine is all twisted and everything. He was on doctor-

prescribed morphine inside, okay? He doesn’t like it, he wants to get off of it. The doctors inside 

prescribed CBD oil. He was getting it.” Charlie paused, as if providing a temporal break in his 

story. “So, he comes out, he has a job, and they’re gonna give him CBD oil. His parole officer 

says, ‘no.’” 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s his parole officer. They think they’re gods sometimes. Now, his parole 

officer in prison, the doctor in the prison, recommends CBD oil. There’s no THC in it and it’s a 

proven pain-reliever. The parole officer on the street, who knows shit, says, ‘No, we want you to 

go on either methadone or naltrexone,’ which are known to not be pain-relievers. My friend is 

stuck between a rock and a hard place. And he’s got no medication and he’s in pain. What does 

he do? He was on the verge of tears talking with me. Now, if he goes against his parole officer, 

he goes back to jail, and he’s doing a life sentence, it’s a minimum of two years before he gets a 

chance to go back to the parole board. That’s his reality. Finally, the doctors on the inside called 

the parole officer and said, ‘You’re a lunatic, you can’t do this to this guy.’” 

Charlie sighed. “If you resist in any way, shape, or form, you have an ‘attitude problem’ 

and you ‘don’t follow direction.’ Therefore, you’re a liability. You won’t listen to reason. Yet, 

it’s not you that’s unreasonable. You know?” 

 

 Charlie readily admits to me that the main reason he was sent back to prison was because 

he’d “fuck with authority.” However, in the recounting of a typical encounter between himself 
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and a parole officer, Charlie problematizes and expands our understanding of what it might 

typically mean to fuck with authority. From Charlie’s perspective, fucking with authority could 

be something as simple as disagreeing with his parole officer on when (not even if) he will attend 

his mandated parole programming – the subject of which, coincidentally enough, is managing 

powerful or negative emotions, like anger. In other words, fucking with authority means 

affective “resist[ance] in any way, shape, or form.” Fucking with authority means being 

assigned the label of difficult to manage. The more difficult you are to manage, the riskier, the 

more unpredictable, you become in the eyes of the carceral state. “You’re a liability.” Emotional 

resistance to violence perpetrated by the carceral state, in this case, to the coerced mobility of 

parole conditions, is made difficult, in the words of Gordon:  

… by the fact that, as most prisoners know – and it is a knowledge that can make you 

crazy because it is always denied as a lie, an exaggeration, an obvious reflection of why 

you are a prisoner in the first place – it is utterly impossible to communicate with the 

‘force [of one’s own domination],’ much less the people holding you in subjugation. 

(2008, p. 653) 

Emotion is not only constructed, but is also disciplined, by neoliberal discourses of risk 

management in such a way that many pathways of resistance against systemic violence of the 

carceral state are always already foreclosed. However, before we can understand how this 

construction and discipline of affect is productive for the carceral state, we must understand the 

ontology of risk. 

 In his chapter entitled The Future Birth of the Affective Fact, Brian Massumi (2010) 

discusses the political ontology of threat, claiming that we are living in a time where “the 

nonexistence of what has not happened” yet is “more real” than what is known or experienced in 
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the present (p. 52). Throughout the chapter, Massumi (2010) illustrates his argument by using 

examples from George W. Bush’s justification for the pre-emptive war in Iraq. In his 2004 re-

election campaign, Bush admitted that while his main justification for invading Iraq – that 

Saddam Hussein possessed nuclear weapons – wasn’t actually true, “the invasion was still right 

because in the past there was a future threat” (Massumi, 2010, p. 53). Massumi continues: 

The superlative futurity of unactualized threat feeds forward from the past, in a chicken 

run to the future past every intervening present. The threat will have been real for all 

eternity. It will have been real because it was felt to be real. Whether the danger was 

existent or not, the menace was felt in the form of fear. What is not actually real can be 

felt into being. (2010, p. 53) 

So, then, the concept of threat comes into being through the feeling of fear. What could happen, 

future histories that we have already imagined to have happened, becomes more real in the form 

of threat than the actual level of danger in our present. If this is the case, pre-emptive action will 

always be justified, no matter the human cost of such action (Massumi, 2010). 

 Here, I take up Massumi’s (2010) conceptualization of the ontology of threat as the basis 

for understanding, what I call, the affective ontology of risk in the context of reintegration 

politics. Risk, is, phenomenologically speaking, an attempt to make threat more calculable. The 

inevitability or likeliness of a threat is the question that risk seeks to answer in advance using the 

supposed objectivity of statistics and science (Robertson, 1998; Robertson, 2000). Risk is the 

management of threat. Using Massumi’s (2010) conceptualization of threat in the formulation of 

an affective ontology of risk has radical implications for those disciplines that employ risk as a 

method of control. If we understand threat as the precursor to risk (i.e., risk is the language used 

to quantify a threat and justify the means and/or scope of pre-emptive action), we may begin to 
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understand risk, not simply as an unbiased technical evaluation of a potential catastrophe, but as 

the product of affect. Risk is an attempt to place the affect of the settler-colonial, carceral state, 

its feelings of fear and threat, onto the bodies of those people who threaten its authority as such 

(Ahmed, 2004).  

“You won’t listen to reason. Yet, it’s not you that’s unreasonable. You know?” 

In his story, Charlie upends risk discourses as logical or reasonable, and calls us to 

explore risk as an affective term, one that justifies the never-ending pre-emptive action of the 

carceral state in the lives of seemingly emotionally unstable people while simultaneously 

obfuscating the settler-colonial carceral state’s political motivations for doing so.  

 

“Cut these guys a break!” 

Jack Spratt (henceforth Jack) and I met on a cool day in January. The walls were thin, 

and the office was chilly. I snuggled into an armchair with my coat around my shoulders, sitting 

across from the couch that Jack had picked out for himself. In one phrase, Jack summed up his 

life for me: “I just got a fucking raw deal from the beginning.” It didn’t take very long into our 

conversation for me to understand what he meant.  

Jack explained to me that he had had a hard time staying out on parole, but that he 

wasn’t the only one. “Then you get out on parole and they just kept sending me back for nothing 

and nothing and nothing and nothing all the time! Like, just ridiculously stupid reasons, like, you 

guys [CSC] are sending these guys back for nothing! You’re clogging up our system, you’re 

clogging up our jails. Cut these guys a break!” 

Jack himself had his parole revoked twice, both times, in Jack’s opinion, for less than 

legitimate reasons. The first time Jack got out on parole, he was being run “ragged” by all of the 
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appointments he had to go to. He told me, “I was exhausted. And I have no history of drug abuse 

by the way, and they [the halfway house staff] know this. I come back to the house, and they said, 

‘You look like you’re under the influence.’ And I said, ‘I’m fucking exhausted, I’ve been running 

around. I’m tired. Like, you guys know that’s not me.’ ‘Well, you just look-.’ I said, ‘So, what? 

I’m gonna go back up to my room and you’re gonna call the cops and send me back?’ And I 

said, ‘Get the [drug testing] kit, I’m going to the bathroom right now,’ just as calmly as I’m 

saying to you now.” Jack was surprisingly calm for the tone of the story.  

“They said, ‘Just go to your room.’ So, I said, ‘Not to be rude, but if you’re gonna accuse 

me, we can solve it right now. Just let me solve it and we’ll be done with it. I don’t want to go up 

to my room and have to worry that you’re gonna call the police on me.’ ‘Just go to your room.’ 

Anyway, I went to my room and they called the cops and sent me back. When I got back to the 

jail, I demanded a piss test, and they let me. I was clean. A few days later, my parole officer 

comes to see me and I say, ‘You guys accused me of being under the influence. Look, I was 

clean. Can I get back out now?’ He says, ‘Oh, that’s clean? Well, we’re gonna change it to a 

‘deteriorating attitude’ because when they told you to go up to your room the first time, you 

didn’t.’ I said, ‘Are you fucking kidding me? I was trying to defend myself! You teach us that in 

program skills, to be assertive, but be polite and that’s exactly what I did!” 

Jack was sent back to prison for two years, for a ‘deteriorating attitude.’ 

The second parole revocation wasn’t all that different. When Jack was released this time, 

he was able to find a construction job and was doing quite well. One day at work, he got hit by 

one of the company trucks when it backed over him. “They prescribed me six morphine pills or 

whatever kind of pain pills a day. I was working on sky-decks, operating sky-decks like way up in 

the air. You can’t do that when you’re on six pills a day. So, I only took four a day and left two in 
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the bottle every day, and after three weeks, they quickly built up, all those extra two, and I forgot 

they were in there. The script ran out. And a few weeks later, my parole officer found the pills in 

my bag. The pharmacy said that every single one I didn’t take was accounted for, I pissed clean, 

and they still sent me back in for two years. Imagine that. I took less! Most people take more. I 

took less than they told me to and I got sent back. No malicious intent, not trying to sell them in 

the house, no history of drug abuse, nothing.” Jack was so angry that he had stopped speaking in 

full sentences. “Gone. For a violation. For not taking my meds as prescribed. Sent me back. Two 

years.”  

“So, you’re a little anxious about the uncertainty of it all? Having to figure it out this 

time around?” I asked. 

“Ya, you just don’t know if they’re gonna jump on you and send you back for something. 

Like, you just don’t know… My parole officer told me that if I ever got another breach, three to 

five years minimum. For a breach. So, if I fuck up again, I’m gone for three to five years. For the 

same stupid…” Jack took a deep breath. “Imagine that. So, basically, I could be, it could never 

end if they just want you in prison.” 

“For some people, it probably doesn’t,” I replied. 

“I hope it ain’t me,” Jack shook his head, “but it certainly feels that way.” 

 

Jack’s parole revocations hold important insights for understanding, not only the way that 

the emotional knowledge of incarcerated people is subjugated, but how affect is productively 

negotiated by the carceral state in the context of reintegration. For instance, Jack’s first parole 

revocation, reminds me of an example that Massumi (2010) uses to illustrate the affective origins 

of pre-emptive action. Massumi (2010) entitles the story Flour Attack: 
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A state of emergency is called at the Montreal airport. There has been a “toxic substance 

alert.” White powder has been seen leaking from a suitcase. The actual facts of the case 

are still two weeks in the future after the necessary lab work will have been done. Action, 

however, cannot wait. It could be anthrax. That potential threat must be acted upon. The 

airport is closed. Highways to the airport are closed. Men in white decontamination suits 

descend. SWAT teams and police personnel pour in. Terrified passengers are sequestered 

in the terminal… All of the actions that would be taken if the powder were anthrax are 

taken pre-emptively… Two weeks later, the powder is identified. It is flour. (p. 57) 

Below, I have re-written Jack’s story using Massumi’s Flour Attack as a guide in order to 

illustrate the way that risk is felt into being. I call it Jack Attack: 

Jack walks into his halfway house after a long day of appointments. He’s “exhausted.” 

His exhaustion is misread by halfway house staff as being “under the influence” of drugs. 

Jack resists; he isn’t high, he’s just tired. But the misreading of Jack’s body as a threat 

has already resulted in the assignment of a new label by halfway house staff; Jack is 

unpredictable, Jack is a risk. Action must be taken. He could be “under the influence.” 

All of the actions that would be taken if Jack was “under the influence” of drugs are taken 

pre-emptively, even though the truth of Jack’s intoxication could be determined in a 

matter of minutes following a urine test. But the truth of the present doesn’t matter. The 

future threat of Jack’s maybe-intoxication is real now and it must be neutralized. Jack is 

sent back to prison. The drug test comes back. There were no drugs in Jack’s system. 

Jack remains in prison. 

Like the flour in Massumi’s (2010) story, Jack is proven to be innocent, free of the future threat 

that was felt into being. However, Jack was nonetheless felt to be a threat when he walked into 
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his halfway house that evening. The fact that he may have been a threat, and the choice to take 

pre-emptive action, cannot be debated. Once an object is identified as a threat, whether or not it 

is actually a threat, that object will always be associated with the feeling of threat (Massumi, 

2010). What differentiates Jack from the flour is that he offers an affective response to being 

identified as a threat: “I’m fucking exhausted… Just let me solve it and we’ll be done with it.” 

This response is, in the end, what keeps Jack in prison. Although Jack was never “under the 

influence,” the pre-emptive action to send Jack back to prison is justified after the fact by his 

resistance to such an accusation. In other words, the fact that Jack has a “deteriorating attitude” 

means that he does embody risk, just not in the way that was originally suspected by the halfway 

house staff. In the end, however, Jack was always set up to fail; if he denies his intoxication, he 

is sent back to prison, but if he were to say nothing, he would still be sent back to prison for 

something that wasn’t true. Either way, Jack’s affective involvement in his identification as a 

threat by the carceral state is used as the justification for his continued incarceration (Massumi, 

2010).  

 Jack’s second parole revocation similarly demonstrates a second kind of affective 

negotiation by the carceral state, one which ultimately subverts Jack’s knowledge about his body 

and his affective experience. In her book The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Sara Ahmed (2004) 

discusses how the body of the asylum seeker has become an object of fear in the Western war on 

terror. Criticizing this affective response by the state, she writes, “it assumes that those who seek 

asylum, who flee from terror and persecution may be bogus insofar as they could be the agents 

of terror and persecution” (2004, p. 80). In other words, the state can never really know for sure 

whether or not an asylum seeker is not actually a terrorist. There is always a possibility that a 

terrorist could take a form that the state had not previously anticipated and slip into the body of 
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the nation without raising alarm. The over-arching implication of this logic, that it is impossible 

to tell the difference between a bogus and a real asylum seeker, is that the defence of the national 

body politic is never over. The threat of terror will never be completely eliminated. As a result of 

this affective uncertainty, we have seen an increase in immigration and asylum restrictions at the 

same time as new anti-terrorism laws are legislated across the Western world (Ahmed, 2004).  

 Using Jack’s second parole revocation as an example, I argue that Ahmed’s affective 

explanation of the logic of differentiating between the bogus and the real asylum seeker can also 

be used to explain how the carceral state differentiates between the newly-law-abiding 

incarcerated person and the still-potentially-law-breaking incarcerated person during parole. 

Consider Jack’s parole revocation for “not taking [his] meds as prescribed.” Even though the 

technical science of risk tells us that Jack is unlikely to use drugs because he has never done so 

before, the affective effect of risk persuades us that since Jack has subverted the law before, he 

could do so again in ways that we are not expecting. He could become addicted to painkillers, or 

he could begin to sell drugs in the halfway house and beyond, even though he has never done so 

before. The possibility that Jack could commit another crime justifies pre-emptive action in order 

to maintain control and to protect the national body from danger. 

 However, these thoughts of could do not materialize from thin air. According to Ahmed 

(2004), it is “those who fail to materialise in the forms that are lived as norms” who are flagged 

as threatening to the settler-colonial carceral state (p. 79). In such a state, lived norms include 

being identified as a white, able-bodied, heterosexual man who is employed, housed, and 

fervently pursues his own health using risk-management tools. A person’s deviation from the 

norm means that they are either at-risk of suffering myriad consequences of being abnormal, or 
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that they are risky in their ability to question the status quo. Therefore, people who fail to 

embody lived norms necessarily strike fear into the heart of the state (Ahmed, 2004). 

 Unfortunately for Jack, the lived norm that he failed to materialise in this case was an 

adherence to hegemonic medicalized understandings of the body (Kilty, 2012). Jack didn’t do 

the normal thing and take all of his medication. Instead, Jack understood the knowledge that he 

has learned from and about his body as superior to his doctor’s medical knowledge: “I was 

working on sky-decks, operating sky-decks like way up in the air. You can’t do that when you’re 

on six pills a day. So, I only took four a day and left two in the bottle every day.” Such a rejection 

of our neoliberal society’s lived norms, and the unpredictable possibilities of what was to come 

next, was enough justification for Jack’s parole officer to incarcerate him once again. 

 These negotiations of affect, as well as the work they do to feel threat and risk into being, 

put people’s very lives at stake: 

“So, basically, I could be, it could never end if they just want you in prison.” 

“For some people, it probably doesn’t,” I replied. 

“I hope it ain’t me,” Jack shook his head, “but it certainly feels that way.” 

 

“Where you belong” 

In the second hour of our interview, Vicki pulled out a half-crumpled piece of paper from 

her bag. “This first line,” she said indignantly, “how do you explain that?” 

I read it aloud, “Keep the peace and be of good behaviour.” As I finished reading the 

sentence, I realized that this piece of paper had Vicki’s release conditions on it, and that the 

vague statement I had just read was the first condition of her release into Kingston. I was 
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shocked; the implications of this statement as a condition for someone’s day-to-day life were 

severe and almost unending. Vicki must have read my mind. 

“So, basically if I’m j-walking now, I can be breached.”  

“Well… who determines what good behaviour is?” I asked, still trying to wrap my mind 

around those words. 

Vicki continued. “Everybody else was j-walking, why can’t I do it? ‘Cause we have a 

contract that says you cannot.’” 

“It basically gives them a licence-” 

“To re-arrest,” Vicki said, knowing she had made her point.  

“-to watch every little thing you do to look for something wrong with it.” 

“Yes.” Her tone was slow and gentle, which stood in deep contrast to what she said next. 

“So, if you’re not towing the line, we’re gonna get ya!” 

I started to laugh. “Be of good behaviour?” 

“‘Oh, but you have this little contract here Vicki, you’re going to jail,’” she lowered her 

voice to a whisper before she continued, “‘Where you belong.’ Where you belong… for being 

rude! That’s not in the criminal code.” 

A few minutes later, Vicki tried to unpack the meaning of a phrase that she had heard a 

lot when she would go to social agencies for help. 

“‘Just wait a moment. Wait a moment. Wait a moment.’ How many moments? How long 

is a moment? You know, I know a ‘couple’ is two, a ‘few’ is three, but what the fuck is a 

moment?” 

I laughed. I didn’t know what she was trying to explain to me, but I replied anyway, 

“That’s a good question.” 
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“How long is this moment going to last?” The mood of the conversation changed quickly 

as Vicki spoke. She was getting frustrated. Actually, I think she was getting angry. “I have other 

moments over here. Maybe they’re going to help me, screw you! And you go to the next moment. 

‘Wait a moment.’ Really? No information packages? And anything you’re told is hearsay. So, 

it’s in your ear and lost cause you’re coming out, you’re frazzled, you can’t think straight. You 

barely got yourself here. This was the best I could do is to get myself fucking here at the door. 

Now, you want me to ‘wait a moment’ and listen to a bunch of fucking rhetoric and walk away 

with it all and put it into place and into action? You gotta be out of your fucking mind. Why 

didn’t you give me a roadmap I could fucking read? Like, ‘you must go here. This is what you 

do. Make an appointment here. Make an appointment here. This is what’s available for you here. 

This is true. This is real. This will happen.’ You get no positive reinforcement. All you got is 

negative, negative, negative, negative. So, even if you initialize positive reinforcement, they just 

piss it away on you.” 

There was a brief pause. 

“Til’ you’re defeated, broken, committing a crime. ‘We want you in jail, where you 

belong.’ Okay, I’m going, thanks a lot!” 

She paused again. 

“There’s a young lady I met recently, and she wrote a little autobiography and I actually 

had the privilege of reading it… and I understood everything she was saying. It was pleas for 

help, just empty pleas. ‘Please, please help me. Help me. Help me. I need help!’ And then as the 

timeline progresses, it stops going, ‘please help me,’ and starts going, ‘why the fuck is this 

happening to me? It’s happening to me all the time.’” Vicki suddenly shifted her storyline and 

decided to put her point to me another way. “There was one guy in the pen I ran into and I 
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actually hit him. I pretty much knocked him out, and he said something to me like, ‘Holy fuck, 

Vicki! All I said was one thing.’ And I said, ‘Ya, I know, but you were the fiftieth person to say 

one thing. I received fifty, but you thought you only gave me one. Sorry about the black eye.’” 

 

 I imagine Vicki quickly walking through one of the hyper-policed neighbourhoods North 

of Princess Street in Kingston.9 Maybe she’s cold or hungry and wants to get inside. Maybe 

she’s preoccupied, thinking about getting home to her dog. Maybe she’s on her way to an 

appointment and is worried that missing the traffic light will make her late. Maybe she feels like 

she’s being watched or followed and wants to be behind the locked door of her home as quickly 

as possible. Maybe she was just following the crowd. For whatever reason, she j-walks. If it were 

someone else, they wouldn’t be stopped. But Vicki has already been, and will always already be, 

associated with the feeling of threat in the mind of the carceral state. She’s stopped by the police, 

and, like Jack, her explanation for her affect, for her mobility across the street in a j-like fashion, 

is misread as a “deteriorating attitude.” She’s sent back to jail “for being rude.” 

  The subjugation of the emotional and embodied knowledge of incarcerated people 

ultimately results in the continuation of violence in these people’s everyday lives, both in and out 

of prison. When Vicki explains her first probation condition (“Keep the peace and be of good 

behaviour”) in terms of the everyday occurrence of j-walking, she asks us to consider the 

enormity, not to mention the impossibility, of what the carceral state is requiring of her in order 

to stay out of prison. Vicki must discipline her body to such a degree that she is constantly in the 

																																																								
9 The term North of Princess, or NOP, is used to describe the neighbourhoods north of Princess Street, but is also 
used by many Kingstonians as a derogatory cultural label for people known to frequent lower-income, read as 
“sketchy,” places north of Princess Street. When I was a child, NOP literally meant the north sidewalk of Princess 
Street. However, because of the rampant gentrification of the neighbourhoods north of Princess Street, the moniker 
NOP is now used to describe neighbourhoods and people much further north than this, often applied to the 
Kingstown, Swamp Ward, or Rideau Heights communities.  
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process of self-surveillance. This self-surveillance extends not only to her actions (i.e. j-

walking), but also her affect (i.e. feeling watched, walking quickly) and her emotions (i.e. fear). 

Later in the story, we understand that the repeated institutional neglect of incarcerated people 

during the reintegration process makes this self-discipline impossible. Not only are incarcerated 

people left open to the violence of vulnerability and scarcity that this institutional neglect creates, 

but they experience intense affective responses to such incidents of violence, justifying further 

intervention at the hands of the carceral state. “Pre-emptive security,” Massumi (2010) writes, “is 

predicated on a production of insecurity to which it itself contributes. Pre-emption thus positively 

contributes to producing the conditions for its own exercise” (p. 58). What is productive, then, 

about the subjugation of the emotional knowledge of incarcerated people is the way that it 

creates a never-ending supply of seemingly emotionally unstable, read as dangerous, people in 

need of intervention from the carceral state.  

 “Til’ you’re defeated, broken, committing a crime. ‘We want you in jail, where you 

belong.’ Okay, I’m going, thanks a lot!” 

 In this chapter, I have tried to demonstrate how the subjugation of emotional knowledge 

of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people produces a sickeningly efficient, yet violent, 

cycling of people between the prison and the Kingston community. The subjugation of emotional 

knowledge to the hegemonic neoliberal discourses of medicalization and risk manifests in a 

number of ways in the everyday lives of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people. It’s the 

precursor to the encounter that Pedro witnesses in prison between a prison guard and a fellow 

incarcerated person with mental illness: “We put their face into the fucking floor and then we 

bend up all their arms until they think they’re gonna die.” It’s what allows the staff in Violet’s 

prison to prescribe “the same ten medications for every friggen thing.” It’s also what allows 
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Charlie’s tendency to “fuck with authority,” to be re-framed as a “liability” instead of a 

legitimate affective response. The results of the subjugation of his own emotional knowledge 

leads Jack to question if he’ll ever be free of CSC. And it’s the impossible conditions that the 

subjugation of emotional knowledge creates that causes Vicki to exclaim: “You gotta be out of 

your fucking mind.” To consider the ways in which emotion and affect are disciplined and 

spoken about (or not) in the lives of formerly incarcerated people is to theorize risk, not as a 

technical or un-biased language, but as an affective tool used by the settler-colonial carceral state 

to maintain its legitimacy in a capitalist society that is increasingly characterized by the precarity 

of its citizens (see, for example, Wacquant, 2010; Miller, 2014; De Giorgi, 2017; Speer, 2017). 

Ultimately, I argue that learning about the ways in which emotion and affect are experienced by 

and from incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people is necessary if we are to understand not 

only what it means to live in the fracture between the prison and the community, but what 

knowledge is needed to dismantle the settler-colonial carceral state. 
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Chapter 6: Ghostly Impressions 
	

Shanadora and I were still anchored to the wet metal patio furniture outside The Elm, 

although, at this point, we had mostly dried the chairs off by sitting on them. 

 “I guess, for me, it comes down to trust issues.” Shanadora was trying to spell out the 

experience of reintegration for me, explaining that it was more than just getting a job or finding 

a place to live, although those things are undoubtedly important. “The whole time I was in 

Prison for Women, or any other jail, I was always in survivor mode. I don’t feel like I live that 

way anymore, but when you’re in jail, you have to be on guard for everything.” 

 “Why’s that?” I asked. 

 “Cause you never know from day to day what’s going to happen. A two-year period when 

I was in there, seven women hung in there… It’s emotional and stuff like that, but that’s what 

you’re coming out with. You know what I’m saying? That’s why I say it’s a big fear to come out, 

doesn’t matter who you are. And here’s what I found,” she cleared her throat, “I call it ‘the 

highs and lows of coming out.’ For the first three months, you’re on a high cause everything is 

new and everything is…” her voice faded.  

 “You’re just so happy to be out,” I guessed. 

 “Ya, ya. And then sets in the depression, the lows. ‘Fuck, I don’t have a job yet. Fuck, I 

don’t have no money.’ And that’s when the trouble will start, when you get into the lows… Cause 

you know what? You may be okay when you go in, but I don’t give a fuck who you are, when you 

come out, you are coming out with baggage.” 

 “You’re not okay,” I echoed. 

 “You’re not okay,” Shanadora repeated. “Cause it’s the stuff you see in there that you 

can’t run from. It’s the stuff you live with day to day.” 
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____________________________ 

If you were to listen to the audio recording of Shanadora’s interview, you would hear her 

put a significant emphasis on the words “baggage” and “stuff.” Here, Shanadora’s intonation 

struck me to be as equally as important as the words she spoke. The words “baggage” and 

“stuff,” in this passage, although vague, seem to stress the materiality, the weight, of prison on 

the body even after someone physically leaves the institution.  

“It’s the stuff you see in there that you can’t run from.” 

What does it mean to leave the prison with “baggage”? We could read what Shanadora is 

describing in different ways. For instance, we could read the words “baggage” and “stuff” to 

signify the ways that prison both instigates and catalyzes lasting physical changes to the body of 

the incarcerated person. Scars, tattoos, missing teeth (Moran, 2012; Moran, 2014), and other 

changes to the skin (Robert, Frigon, & Belzile, 2007), as well as premature aging (Owusu-

Bempah et al., 2014), and chronic pain and injury due to prison violence can serve as continuous 

reminders of time spent in prison. Not only that, the material effects of prison on the body can 

also become red flags, both to the community and the carceral state, indicating which people are 

always already associated with feelings of threat and who, therefore, require intervention 

(Massumi, 2010). 

We could also interpret Shanadora’s use of the words “baggage” and “stuff” to mean the 

psychological trauma of prison. It’s relatively easy, given our dominant medicalized discourses 

of emotions as psychological symptoms, to diagnose baggage as a mental health issue. 

Treatment, if available, would then be offered to Shanadora based on a Western model of the 

psyche that understands an individual, their behaviours, and their emotions to be largely self-

contained from their environment (Brennan, 2004). While both of these interpretations 
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undoubtedly have value, I suggest that each interpretation on its own stops short of considering 

how bodily sensation, emotion, and cognition cannot be separated in the everyday lives of people 

with prison experiences. In other words, we need to think about the inextricable emotional, 

embodied, and geographical dimensions of re-entering the community from prison if we are to 

understand what it means to live in the fracture between the two.  

In order to disrupt the all-to-common Cartesian mind/body dualism that characterizes the 

ways emotions are most often discussed (Brennan, 2004), I take up Sara Ahmed’s use of the 

word “impression.” She says: 

To form an impression might involve acts of perception and cognition as well as an 

emotion. But forming an impression also depends on how objects impress upon us. An 

impression can be an effect on the subject’s feelings (‘she made an impression’). It can be 

a belief (‘to be under an impression’). It can be an imitation or an image (‘to create an 

impression’). Or it can be a mark on the surface (‘to leave an impression’). We need to 

remember the ‘press’ in an impression. It allows us to associate the experience of having 

an emotion with the very affect of one surface upon another, an affect that leaves its mark 

or trace. So not only do I have an impression of others, but they also leave me with an 

impression; they impress me, and impress upon me. I will use the idea of ‘impression’ as 

it allows me to avoid making analytical distinctions between bodily sensation, emotion 

and thought as if they could be ‘experienced’ as distinct realms of human ‘experience.’ 

(2004, p. 6). 

The way that Shanadora talks about “the highs and lows of coming out” of prison strikes me as a 

ghostly impression. The “highs and lows of coming out” of prison that Shanadora describes here 
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is always already haunted by experiences of violence in prison, or, more often, the violence of 

prison itself:  

“And that’s when the trouble will start, when you get into the lows… Cause you know 

what? You may be okay when you go in, but I don’t give a fuck who you are, when you 

come out, you are coming out with baggage… It’s the stuff you see in there that you can’t 

run from.”  

The prison leaves Shanadora with an impression of itself, herself, and the larger carceral state, at 

the same time that it impresses upon her more than thirty years after she left the Prison for 

Women. These ghostly impressions extend far beyond the original moment of trauma, becoming 

written on and in the bodies of people with prison experiences and creating intense affective 

responses as they reintegrate into the community, “rais[ing] spectres and alter[ing] the 

experience of being in time, the way we separate the past, present, and the future” (Gordon, 

1997, p. xvi). Experiencing the violence of institutional neglect after prison can be an embodied 

reminder of the past (and perhaps, for some, the inevitable) violence of (re)incarceration. The 

ways in which the prison, and the carceral state more broadly, leaves impressions on and in 

people with prison experiences must be attended to if we are to understand the full extent of 

prison violence as well as the violence of prison itself.  

With the help of Shanadora, Chip, Pedro, and Vicki, I will use this chapter to explore the 

prison’s ghostly impressions in the everyday reintegration experiences of formerly incarcerated 

people by using the palimpsest as a kind of theoretical illustration. A palimpsest is, by definition, 

a kind of ghostly impression. The term palimpsest refers to a piece of writing, usually from The 

Middle Ages, where the original script has been erased to make space for future writing, but on 

which traces of the earlier script still remain (Shep, 2015; Marshall et al., 2017). Since writing 



	 101 

surfaces were usually hard to come by during The Middle Ages, writers would often erase the 

most recent layer of script in order to make room for more writing. However, the substances used 

to erase writing surfaces were often not powerful enough to completely efface earlier text, 

leaving ghostly traces of previous writing underneath newer layers of script (Marshall et al., 

2017). These traces can appear in various places on the writing surface and are often floating, 

seemingly not connected to anything else on the page and yet disrupt the reader’s experience of 

the most recent text (see, for example, archimedespalimpsest.org; Knox et al., 2008). The 

metaphor of the palimpsest has since been taken up by a number of scholars and used to explain 

the development of a number of phenomena, including the building and gentrification of urban 

spaces (Shep, 2015; Marvel & Simm, 2016; Marshall et al., 2017), the creation of policies 

(Carter, 2012), and the physical and emotional shaping of individual bodies (Moon Charania, 

2010). In a sense, according to Owain Jones, we are all palimpsests:   

Each spatialized, felt, moment or sequence of the now-being-laid-down is, (more or less), 

mapped into our bodies and minds to become a vast store of past geographies which 

shape who we are and the ongoing process of life. The becoming-of-the-now is not 

distinct from this vast volume of experience, it emerges from it, and is coloured by it, in 

ways we know and ways we don’t know. (2005, p. 206) 

Essentially, I understand the metaphor of the palimpsest as a theoretical illustration, one that 

helps us to visualize the complicated relationships between past, present (or, the now-being-laid-

down), and future emotional geographies.            

In this chapter, I want to consider the ways in which the idea of the palimpsest can reveal 

“how contemporary life stories overwrite surfaces upon which partially visible traces of the past, 

especially past violence, appear” on and in the bodies of people with prison experiences 



	 102 

(Marshall et al., 2017, p. 1165). For example, Chip and Pedro talk about becoming 

institutionalized in prison, becoming so accustomed to the carceral routine on the ‘inside’ that 

the ‘outside’ world sometimes seemed unfamiliar upon their release. In other words, the 

palimpsest can help us to understand that people with prison experiences are required to navigate 

intense affective negotiations between the past geographies of the prison and the present 

geographies of the ‘outside’ world if they are to reintegrate into the community. I suggest that 

the experience of re-entering the community after prison is akin to the creation of another layer 

of a palimpsest, painstakingly scraping off the past script of the prison routine and attempting to 

re-write a life ‘after’ prison with little to no institutional support. However, as we will see, 

ghostly traces of the prison always reappear, in both expected and unexpected ways, in the 

everyday lives of formerly incarcerated people. 

 

“You lose that everyday way about you” 

Chip and I were sitting in the busy dining room of one of the meal programs in the 

downtown core of Kingston. He didn’t seem to mind the presence of the people around us. “I’ve 

got nothing to hide,” he told me. He sipped on his coffee in between monologues about his 

experiences in prison. Chip had been in federal prison more than once, but he explained to me 

that the second time was both the longest and the most difficult to transition from. 

“It was just, like when I got out, you get institutionalized too, eh? Like, I got 

institutionalized a bit.” 

“What do you mean by that?” I had heard the word ‘institutionalized’ before, but had 

never heard it defined by someone who had actually experienced it. 
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“Well, I didn’t know what it meant either ‘til it first happened to me… But uh, you wind 

up, you get involved in all the politics and everything inside and you exclude the outside world 

almost while you’re in there. Sometimes after a while, it just makes it easier to take your mind 

away from it, take your mind out of it cause it’s hard living both, both outside and inside when 

you’re in there. Sometimes, it’s just easier to kinda put it aside. And then, when you get out, and 

you don’t really realize it until you’re out here, and then you’re… boom, you’re thrown out into 

it. I know with me, I had a hard time going into like, shopping centres and places where there 

was lots of people and stuff like that. Just being around people. Actually, even at home, I would 

just close my curtains, not answer my door, not answer my phone, turn the lights out. Just watch 

TV in the dark and just avoided people in general.” 

He stopped for a moment to sip his coffee.  

“And just had a hard time like, everyday activity, especially for the first while. Like, you 

get in there [prison], and you’re basically a robot sort of thing, right? You’re told what to do, 

when to do it, almost like you’re programmed. Like, everyday activities. And then, when you get 

out here, you gotta do everything yourself basically. You know, it shouldn’t be a hard task, but it 

is. And, you know, it gets easier after time, but the thing is, you still never get back to the same, 

the same way. I didn’t anyways… You lose that everyday way about you that you had before. I 

used to be a real people person, but I’m not now.” 

“Why do you think that is?” I asked. 

“I think it’s just, I think you just adapt to a way in there, different than the way you’re 

used to being. You just get programmed in there, you know? Like, your cell opens in the 

morning, your breakfast is brought up to you, you’re told when to go to work, or when to do 

whatever you do. Then you come back and your doors lock, your lunch comes up. You go to bed, 
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your lights, the lights turn out, and the door’s locked. And you get programmed. You just get so 

used to that way or being told what to do and when to do it. It’s not a matter of if you like it or 

not, that doesn’t matter, it’s what you get used to. And, I mean, you just try to make the best of it 

and live that way. You don’t necessarily like it, but you don’t want to fight it cause it’s just gonna 

make the time harder. I actually did pretty good time inside. I’m from Kingston, so, it probably 

makes it a bit easier for me than some people.”  

“So, what made this time getting out of prison so hard?” 

“Well,” Chip continued, “cause that’s when I did a good chunk of time, and the first time 

I went in, I didn’t get institutionalized. This time, here, I got institutionalized, and that’s when I 

experienced it for the first time. Cause people would talk about it and I used to be kinda… I’d 

turn up my head, cause I didn’t understand when people would say that they wanna go back or 

something like that.” 

“They’d wanna go back to prison?” 

“Ya, ya. Or, they just don’t like it out here or whatever. I just used to shake my head. But 

this time, actually, I remember because I went to see my parole officer, and I went in there and I 

was actually on a high from being out. And, when I come out of there, I remember saying to 

myself, ‘I don’t know, I don’t know if I like it out here, part of me wants to go back.’” On top of 

getting used to being out again, Chip had been assigned to a parole officer made his 

reintegration impossible. 

“She did everything in her power to make life difficult for me.” This included, Chip 

listed, subjecting him to extra conditions, requiring him to undergo “constant” drug testing, and 

verbally abusing him. “She just kept wanting me to fail. And I did.” Chip ended up being 

revoked and returned to prison for the remaining two years of his sentence.  



	 105 

“Better things would’ve happened for me if I had a different parole officer. Cause, I 

know, I’ve had a different officer before and it made such a difference. I wanted to be successful, 

you know? But with her… I mean, to come out on a high, you’re happy to be out. It’s a good 

feeling coming out, you’re thinking positive, and all of a sudden, you go in there and in a matter 

of minutes, you come out and you’re so let down. You’re so down and you’re so negative feeling, 

and you’re just like, ‘I don’t know if I want to be out here.’ Like, what kind of feeling is that? 

Because, it’s very confusing when you get out here. I know it’s hard for people to get a grasp on, 

because until you get through it, like, I didn’t understand it and I was in it, in the federal prison. 

I didn’t understand the institutionalizing thing. But when it happens to you, you find out, and 

it’s… It’s a legitimate word. And it does happen. It’s tough, it’s really tough.” 

 

Although I am of the opinion that prison is an inherently violent institution, it is 

important to understand that people’s experiences of prison aren’t only characterized by 

instances of overt physical or psychological violence (Crewe et al., 2014; Gacek, 2018). While 

most people I interviewed spoke about the violence they witnessed and experienced in prison as 

traumatic, many also talked about how the prison, in comparison to their communities, became a 

place of physical and emotional stability that allowed for personal growth and the development 

of meaningful relationships with others. For instance, Chip told me that he knew many of the 

guards who worked in his prison from growing up together in Kingston. He had even played 

sports with some of the guards in high school. For Chip, if nothing else, the prison became 

familiar. Prison became a way of life set apart from the outside world by its own complex 

political discourses, strict social norms, and predictable routines. Prison, then, is productive of 

complicated emotional geographies that cannot be simply reduced to fear of violence and the 
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eager anticipation of release (Gacek, 2018). The recognition of the complex emotional 

geographies of prison allows for a new understanding of people’s reintegration experiences, not 

just in terms of getting a job, finding a doctor, or securing housing, but as the emotionally 

labourious task of being thrust into, and expected to thrive in, a world outside of prison that is no 

longer familiar to them.  

Chip’s realization that he will never be able to go back to the person he was before prison 

is a powerful example of how the prison creates impressions of, on, and in the bodies of the 

incarcerated. One way that the carceral state creates these impressions, according to Chip, is by 

“programming” people in prison. Let’s re-read his recounting of his own experience of being 

“programmed”: 

“I think you just adapt to a way in there, different than the way you’re used to being. You 

just get programmed in there, you know? Like, your cell opens in the morning, your 

breakfast is brought up to you, you’re told when to go to work, or when to do whatever 

you do. Then you come back and your doors lock, your lunch comes up. You go to bed, 

your lights, the lights turn out, and the door’s locked. And you get programmed. You just 

get so used to that way or being told what to do and when to do it. It’s not a matter of if 

you like it or not, that doesn’t matter, it’s what you get used to. And, I mean, you just try 

to make the best of it and live that way. You don’t necessarily like it, but you don’t want 

to fight it cause it’s just gonna make the time harder.” 

A palimpsestuous reading of this passage from Chip’s interview would interpret his everyday life 

before prison, with his partner, his children, and his small business, as having been abraded and 

re-written by the politics and coercive routines of prison. This re-writing of Chip’s everyday life, 

even if not physically abusive in the ways that we typically think of prison to be, is violent. As 
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with the making of palimpsests, the scraping away of Chip’s pre-incarceration lifeworld involves 

“the intentional erasure and re-writing of texts [and] enacts a kind of discursive violence” 

(Marshall et al., 2017, p. 1165). However, this violence not only serves to erase the past 

geographies of incarcerated people, but works to create an “unhomelike” home within the walls 

of the prison (Leder, 2016, p. 172). 

For Chip, life in prison became even more familiar than the outside world. Chip knew 

that the idea of the prison as a familiar, everyday-kind-of-place would be hard for me, as a 

person with no prison experience, to understand (“I know it’s hard for people to get a grasp on, 

because until you get through it, like, I didn’t understand it and I was in it, in the federal 

prison”), and yet he made a considerable effort to explain the prison as an “unhomelike” home 

throughout our interview (Leder, 2016, p. 172). In his book The Distressed Body: Rethinking 

Illness, Imprisonment, and Healing, Drew Leder discusses the lived space of the prison in 

comparison to the space of home in the community. He writes: 

Prison tends to reverse all the meanings of home – security, privacy, comfort, freedom of 

choice. The guards are there to keep you in against your will, not protect you from 

intruders… This is “maximum security” for the outside world, not for the prisoners. The 

“view” from your cell often faces more inward toward the tier, not outward like a 

window, and is there so you can be viewed. There is a door to your “home” cell, but you 

do not have the key. You are not free to go in and out as you please, but your adversaries, 

the guards, can, strip searching your cell without notice… And whereas “home” is a place 

where you can dwell in a settled way, here you can be transferred any time by 

administrative fiat. This, then, is home in reversed caricature. Instead of establishing a 



	 108 

positive center to lived spatiality, the prison “home” is like the epicenter of a flushing 

toilet, centripetally sucking away the world. (2016, p. 171-172) 

Although I wholeheartedly agree with Leder’s (2016) theorization of the prison as “home in 

reversed caricature,” I don’t want to suggest that it is incapable of feeling like “home” in 

comparison to the community upon release. In fact, for Chip, re-entering the community after 

prison appeared to be less of an experience of coming home and more of the bewildering 

realization that his ideas of home were entangled with past geographies of both the prison and the 

outside world.  

 “I don’t know, I don’t know if I like it out here, part of me wants to go back.” 

 Chip’s feelings of wanting to go back to prison were undoubtedly influenced by the abuse 

he suffered at the hands of his parole officer. The ways in which she attempted to reconstruct his 

life after his release ultimately had the productive effect of sending Chip back to prison. The 

constant reminder of the violence of prison via extra parole conditions and “constant” drug 

testing, combined with the paradoxical dismissal of the violence of prison as supposedly having 

any meaningful impact on Chip’s ability to reintegrate into Kingston, produced intense feelings 

of confusion within Chip. These emotions left him yearning for the stability, the familiarity, of 

prison in comparison to the outside world.  

In Chip’s story, as well as Pedro’s story below, we can begin to understand, if only 

intellectually, how the disciplinary conditioning of prison continues to shape the bodies of 

formerly incarcerated people and their affective responses to violence after their release. Similar 

to a palimpsest, the present and future emotional geographies of people with prison experiences 

are always complicated by their pasts.  
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“I’m endlessly living with the effects of it” 

I wasn’t planning on doing anymore interviews when Pedro emailed me, but his subject 

line grabbed me instantly; it said, “I’m your man!!!!” In the email, Pedro seemed so passionate 

about talking about his experiences that I couldn’t say no. We ended up meeting a week later, at 

the public library downtown.  

Pedro hadn’t been in prison for almost fifteen years, but he told me that he “grew up” in 

jail, having spent almost his entire adolescence and young adulthood in federal prisons. “That’s 

the thing about people on the street,” Pedro explained, “they don’t realize how much politics 

there are in jail. Like, they think it’s just, ‘don’t drop the soap,’” he laughed. “But, there’s a lot 

more to it than that. Jail’s a popularity contest. That’s one thing I learned. Like, when I watched 

the first season of Survivor, I took it to heart, cause I didn’t have to be the last guy voted off the 

island, but I had to be in the middle at all times, at least to stay safe, right?” I appreciated Pedro 

explaining prison politics in terms I could understand. Although, I imagined, being “voted off the 

island” in prison meant something very different than it did on an over-produced TV show.  

“I just played every card I had to get through there,” Pedro said, “and I’m really proud 

of myself. But ya, it’s just a popularity contest.” Pedro shifted in his chair to face me. “I guess 

you guys,” he gestured to me, “go through that in school, but what I’ve noticed about you guys, 

high school formulates you. And in high school, the thing you want to be is cool, right? But, 

when I grew up in jail, we didn’t have, like, cause you couldn’t wear a cooler jacket than the 

other guy, you couldn’t say you were cooler cause you dress cooler cause we all dress the same, 

right? So, the pecking order becomes like who’s solid, and who’s a rat, and who’s tough. Who’s 

tough is the biggest thing.” Pedro experienced a lot of abuse in prison that I will not detail here. 
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“I didn’t realize how much fear it placed in my heart and how much tension I live with,” he told 

me. “It just wears on me a lot.” 

“I’m endlessly living with the effects of it,” he continued. “Like, my big thing is holding 

down a job. And people wanna put the thing on me like, ‘Oh, you should have a job at all times.’ 

And I have worked, but people, my whole life, I was told, ‘You’re a fucking animal,’ and ‘You’re 

fucking less than human,’ and ‘You should be locked up for the rest of your life.’ Like, that’s 

what people said to me. And then, once you get out of jail, they’re like, ‘Why can’t you just 

work? Why can’t you just be a perfect member of society? What’s wrong with you?’ And I was 

like, holy fuck, like, don’t you want me buried alive in a box?” Pedro paused. “Cause that’s 

what we do to people. That’s what prison is, we bury them alive in a box and we warehouse 

them.” 

“So, your experiences in prison affect your day-to-day life then?” I confirmed. 

“Greatly,” Pedro sounded tired. “Like, I can’t hold a job without getting angry. Like, I 

go to kitchens and there’s kids getting lippy with me while I have a knife in my hand?” He 

chuckled and shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve got a lot better with dealing with it. I’m not 

perfect. I still got a ways to go. I just can’t beat the system over months and months of time. And 

it sucks. But, I’m seeing a therapist, and I’m doing shit like this,” Pedro gestured to the voice 

recorder, “I’m volunteering and trying to stay busy, right? Helping people.” 

“How did you feel when you first came out of prison?” I asked Pedro. 

“Oh, like…,” he looked around the room, as if for an answer. “Like sensory deprivation. 

That’s the best way I can think to describe it. I’ve never quite heard institutionalization very well 

explained. It’s a really hard thing to put your finger on, even when you’ve lived through it. And if 

you’re an introvert, like I felt stunned. I felt shocked. It was like being in shock. Cause I went 
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from four months of solitary confinement and then four months of being three people in a cell, 

and then I was downtown, with no family support, no community support. I just got dumped after 

eleven years in prison. I just got dumped on Bath Road and I hitchhiked into Kingston.” 

“I started selling drugs,” he continued. “For me, selling drugs was the only chance to be 

rehabilitated, cause without selling drugs, I would’ve never spent enough time on the street to be 

rehabilitated. I had to rehabilitate myself, right? It’s a sad fact that drug dealing gave me that 

opportunity.” 

“And so, being on the street with other people, you mean? How did that rehabilitate 

you?” I asked. 

“Ya, just being out there, around people. I just had to be on the street to get used to the 

street. And, if I wasn’t selling dope, I would’ve done some other stupid crime and I would’ve got 

arrested. I never would’ve spent that time on the street.” 

A few minutes later, Pedro said, “I just struggle to stay sane. For me, my fulltime job is 

not punching people in the fucking face and going back to jail. It is. I can get ten years for 

punching someone in the face. I almost punched somebody out the other day. Like, so if I get 

another ten years, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’ll fucking die.” 

“So, is it the stuff you carry with you? Do you carry your prison experiences with you?”  

“Ya,” Pedro nodded. “It’s the stuff I carry with me. I do feel this great gulf exists 

between me and other human beings. I do have a vile temper, I get moody sometimes. I have a 

mood disorder or something. I have really down days and really angry days. Feeling like, feeling 

like no one understands. It’s so important for us to feel understood. I feel like no one 

understands, like I have no connection to other human beings. I feel like I’m on the outside 
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looking in, like… Like it’s a club that I’m not allowed to be a part of. I just hate how I started so 

young. By the time I was twenty-six, I was very institutionalized.” 

“And what does that word mean to you? The word ‘institutionalized,’” I repeated. 

“Institutionalized? Well, it gets thrown around a lot, but it just means that I was 

completely adjusted to the rhythm in jail, like, to the guards bringing me my own food and 

everything. Like, when I got out to the street, I was like, where the hell are these guards? You 

know? Don’t they know it’s six o’clock? Having to take care of myself is completely abnormal, 

right? Like, if you don’t have a toothbrush, you can’t just yell over to the next cell, ‘Hey, can I 

get a toothbrush?’ You have to actually walk down to the store and buy one. There’s so much 

that you’ve never done for yourself when you grow up in jail. You get out and you have to do it 

for yourself. They [CSC, the system] really do make you dependent in a way.” 

 

Like Chip, Pedro has a difficult time putting the experience of “institutionalization” into 

words. However, the ways that each of them describes institutionalization aren’t limited to the 

language of psychological harm or as a simple habit to be broken. Institutionalization is a whole-

body experience. Institutionalization is, by both Chip and Pedro’s definitions, a palimpsestuous 

experience. It’s the process of breaking down a past life and re-writing the “rhythm” of the jail in 

and onto the body of the incarcerated person; the carceral state is exercising its power to make an 

impression and impress upon the bodies of prisoners, to the point of creating a dependency on 

the prison in order to survive. 

Once it takes hold, institutionalization is hard to shake, (“I’m endlessly living with the 

effects of it”). It’s violent, (“That’s what prison is, we bury them alive in a box and we 

warehouse them”). It always already informs someone’s responses to violence, even after they 
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leave the institution, (“I just struggle to stay sane. For me, my fulltime job is not punching people 

in the fucking face and going back to jail. It is. I can get ten years for punching someone in the 

face”). And, in combination with institutional neglect post-release, institutionalization creates a 

class of people who feel – and I mean feel in the most embodied and penetrating sense – that 

they do not belong in a world outside of prison (“It’s so important for us to feel understood. I feel 

like no one understands, like I have no connection to other human beings. I feel like I’m on the 

outside looking in, like… Like it’s a club that I’m not allowed to be a part of”). Understanding 

the process of institutionalization as a kind of palimpsestuous process disrupts our thinking about 

periods before, during, and after prison as taking place, at least experientially, in a linear way. 

This realization allows us to consider the ways in which affective responses that seem 

unintentional (i.e. “I can’t hold a job without getting angry”) could actually be “situated within 

the long history of violence, trauma, and structural racism” (Dragojlovic, 2015, p. 317) 

experienced by many incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people. 

 In her work on emotional geographies and intergenerational haunting, Ana Dragojlovic 

takes up the term “affective attunement.” She says: 

Affective attunement… as homely belonging at unexpected places… brings about a 

ghostly presence of loss, shock, surprises, harmony, strangeness, confusion and perhaps 

even irritability… We need to consider these assemblages in relation to imperialism, 

historical violence, institutionalized racism and displacement. (2015, p. 316, 331).  

With this in mind, I suggest that the experience of institutionalization is a kind of affective 

attunement to the prison, as an “unhomelike” home (Leder, 2016, p. 172), projecting affective 

echoes of past prison violence into the present, scraping off the scabs of old injuries in 

unexpected ways. If it is true that “the past lives in the very wounds that remain open in the 



	 114 

present” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 33), we must learn to seriously consider the violence of the past in our 

present politics, not as the justification for some kind of monetary or memorialized reparation for 

formerly incarcerated people, but as the basis for an abolitionist praxis that recognizes the settler-

colonial carceral state as both productive of and dependent on the violence of incarceration.  

 

“Hurry up and wait” 

“Remember this,” Vicki instructed me, “when you’re coming out, we’ve been told when 

to wake up, we’ve been brought our food at a certain time three times a day, and we’re told 

when to go to bed and in between we can watch some TV, play cards, or do whatever. We 

haven’t had to self-initiate, we haven’t had to think. So, your brain adapts to that, it just adapts 

to that pattern. Oh, I should shower now, I do this now, I even go to the washroom on a jailhouse 

schedule. And then you go outside and the jailhouse schedule is removed and this new schedule 

is just tossed at you.”  

So, later in the interview, when I asked Vicki, “is there a service that you wish you had in 

Kingston that you don’t have,” she took the opportunity to circle back to the lesson she had been 

trying to teach me the whole time.  

“Yes,” she replied, “A one-stop-shop.” 

“A one-stop-shop?” 

“Everything there, right there. Explained. The roadmaps. Everything. And if you need 

somebody to initiate for you, they’re right fucking there instead of going here, and here, and 

getting the information, and the misinformation.” 

“And waiting months,” I chimed in. 
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“Moments, and moments, and moments. How long is a moment? Five months? Well is my 

fucking moment up? We need a one-stop-shop. A get-it-all-in-one-place. I come and apply for 

this, and I apply for this, and I apply for this and I don’t care how many fucking social agencies 

you have spider-webbed off of it. I want to do it all right here and you send the information and I 

walk away and then I become a recipient, thank you very much! Cause my brain is trained to eat 

when I’m told to eat, be in my cell when I’m told to be in my cell, go to sleep when I got to and 

wake up when I got to. I’m told when to piss, shit, fart, walk! And I can’t think. By the way, I 

have cognitive distortions now cause I’ve been abused all my life, and neuroses and anxieties, 

and hysteria.” 

“Ya,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say.  

“And it’s gotta happen faster, you know? It’s gotta happen faster. These moments in time 

have to be shortened. You spend your whole time inside being told, there’s this saying inside, 

‘hurry up and wait.’ So, then you get outside, and you’re told, ‘just a moment.’ Well, that’s just 

another way of saying ‘hurry up and wait.’” 

 

 While the ghostly figure of the palimpsest illustrates the continued attempted erasure, and 

unintended haunting remnants, of past geographies of experience, it also presents us with an 

unexpected avenue of resistance to future violence at the hands of the carceral state. This is, 

Moon Charania says, “ironic, since the various reinscriptions on [the palimpsest’s] surface were 

meant to destroy, to cover over and cover up, those sources” of information (2010, p. 323). I 

would like to point out two ways in which thinking about palimpsests in the context of Vicki’s 

story can reveal the revolutionary possibilities of incorporating lived prison experiences into a 

reintegration praxis.  
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First, Vicki’s experiences in prison, her embodied memories of institutionalization, form 

the latest palimpsestuous layer in a life that has been forcibly re-written over and over again. If, 

Vicki says, we truly want to address the past violence of prison in the present reintegration of 

people with prison experiences, we will end the institutionalized neglect of criminalized people 

(“moments, and moments, and moments”) and create a “one-stop-shop.” Based on my 

understandings of the conversation I had with Vicki, along with the twenty-two other people I 

spoke to, this one-stop-shop would be a complete re-orientation of the way we currently provide 

social services to people coming out of prison. Instead of subscribing to dominant discourses of 

neoliberal risk management and responsibilization, this one-stop-shop would bring together 

services such as housing, food banks, meal programs, cooking lessons, Ontario Works (OW) and 

the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP), mental health care, a pharmacy, emergency 

dental care, a list of doctors, a foot clinic, applications for Driver’s Licences, Health Cards, SIN 

cards, birth certificates, passports, and someone to help you open a bank account. More than 

anything though, people spoke of the need for a safe space where they can come together, 

experience connection with others, and not fear being re-arrested or criminalized for simply 

being in space. While this space could make a radical difference in the lives of formerly 

incarcerated people, it would also require a reorientation of the carceral state in Kingston, not as 

a profitable industry, but as a social service whose mission is to make itself obsolete.  

This vision of a  “one-stop-shop” cannot be realized without mobilizing the experiential, 

emotional knowledge of the people who have been problem-solving and affectively navigating 

their way through the fracture that exists between the prison and the Kingston community. Not 

doing so would not only perpetuate an ineffective use of resources, but would ultimately 
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reinforce the institutional neglect and denial of the trauma that people with prison experiences 

face everyday, both in and out of prison.  

 Second, a palimpsestuous reading of Vicki’s embodied negotiation between prison and 

the community opens our eyes to the ways in which the logics of incarceration extend into the 

community that people without prison experiences cannot recognize. At the very end of her 

lesson, Vicki says: “You spend your whole time inside being told, there’s this saying inside, 

‘hurry up and wait.’ So, then you get outside, and you’re told, ‘just a moment.’ Well, that’s just 

another way of saying ‘hurry up and wait.” The phrase “just a moment” is familiar to Vicki in a 

haunting sort of way; it reminds her of the slow violence of prison. This ghostly reminder causes 

a temporal rift between the past violence of prison and the present violence of reintegration, 

making them appear to be (and perhaps they are) one in the same. “Haunting effects,” 

Dragojlovic writes, “are often not produced by the original trauma, but by the fact that it has 

been kept secret, and/or as a fabrication and disregard for the past” (2015, p. 320). Here, Vicki 

presents us with the always already failing system of reintegration in Kingston, one that does not 

understand, nor make any attempt to sympathize with, the violent conditioning of her body at the 

hands of the carceral state.  

The haunting that Vicki experiences is different than the haunting that I feel from 

Kingston’s limestone buildings. It’s a visceral denial, a disregard for the past violence of prison 

and the ways in which it has shaped, not only who she is, but also the person that society 

understands her to be. The similarities between the phrases “hurry up and wait” and “just a 

moment” wouldn’t be obvious to someone without prison experiences, especially in the context 

of re-entering the community whilst being “programmed” to live in a prison. The exclusion of 

people with prison experiences, those who have been conditioned to respond to and recognize 
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the violence of incarceration, from conversations of prison abolition will only hasten the arrival 

of a more totalizing, yet slippery, carceral state.  

In this chapter, I have attempted to explore the ghostly impressions of the prison on and 

in the lives of formerly incarcerated people by using the metaphor of the palimpsest. As an 

analytic, the palimpsest allows us to understand the experience of reintegration, although only in 

an intellectual sense, in a way that we could never comprehend without going through the 

painstaking process of living in the fracture ourselves. Palimpsests disrupt our ideas of before, 

during, and after prison as experientially following a linear notion of time. They also beckon us 

to consider the embodied experience of what it means to reintegrate into a community from 

prison, to be plunged into a world beyond the prison walls that is overwhelmingly familiar at the 

same time that it is confusingly foreign. Finally, palimpsests present us with pathways for a 

radically different understanding, not only of what reintegration is, but also what it could be from 

the perspective of those who have experienced it. However, it is important to note that 

palimpsests, by their very nature, are difficult to read. The layers of past and present scripts bleed 

into one another, becoming at times inseparable. Similar to palimpsests, people are complex and 

difficult to read, not just by others, but by themselves. “Even those who haunt our dominant 

institutions and their systems of value are haunted too by things they sometimes have names for 

and sometimes do not” (Gordon, 1997, p. 5). Bringing palimpsests into theoretical conversation 

with people’s prison experiences does not offer a simple solution. Actually, I think such a 

conversation calls for a more complex consideration of the affective politics of reintegration.  
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Chapter 7: Slow Dissent 
	

A little later in the interview, Jack circled back to the emotional impact of his seemingly 

constant back-and-forth journey between the prison and the community. 

“I just feel like I’m walking on eggshells all the time. It’s so tiresome. It’s fucking 

exhausting.” 

“Ya, I don’t doubt it,” I tried to empathize. 

“And being in the amount of pain that I’m in and dealing with all the shit I’m dealing 

with, it’s just a lot, a lot on my plate at once, you know what I mean? And you have to do it. You 

have to handle it. And you have to do it right. And any kind of emotion, you can’t show emotion, 

you can’t show weakness, you can’t show like it’s hurting you or getting at you or fucking with 

you, cause they’ll use it against you.” Jack’s voice was full of emotion, but unwavering.  

“It’s like you can’t be human,” I said, chuckling. But Jack wasn’t laughing. 

“No, as much as they want you to be.” 

“It’s like a double-edged sword,” I said. 

“It’s like an oxy-fucking-moron. Like jumbo-shrimp.” He paused. The image of jumbo-

shrimp in the context of our conversation was too much, and we both began to shake with 

laughter.  

After our cathartic episode of laughter, Jack said, “I stopped trying to figure them [CSC] 

out, cause I can’t. Once you think you’ve got them figured out, they just…” Jack was at a loss for 

words. “It’s bad. I just wish they’d let me live my life. I just wanna be with my kids and live, 

right? I did perfect for a year, and they send me back for the stupidest thing when they could’ve 

cut me a break, but they chose not to. Why would they make that choice when I did so well for so 

long? It gives everybody else in the house no incentive to do well. I was fixing things in the 
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house, like I was doing everything! And they just broke me, bad. And what incentive does it give 

me to do well this time, too?” 

Jack paused for a moment. “I’ll do it for myself,” he exclaimed. “Fuck them. I’m doing it 

for me. I’m doing well cause I want to do well, not because they tell me to do well. My natural 

instinct is to do well and to do right, you know what I mean? But, I’m not going to be abused or 

put into a corner or assaulted or whatever the case may be. I’m gonna defend myself. But I 

mean… it’s just so exhausting.” 

“Ya,” I said. “It seems like they’re telling you to act one way, which is to be good and to 

stand up for what’s right, and when you do, it’s like you’re disrupting the system.” 

Jack nodded. “And they hinder you the whole way, every chance they get, every angle 

they can.” 

____________________________ 

At first glance, Jack’s exclamation of “fuck them” might seem unremarkable or even 

relatable in an everyday life kind of sense. I imagine most people, myself included, have said a 

similar phrase in a moment of frustration or anger. But, instead of saying “fuck them” in an effort 

to dismiss or provoke his abuser, as perhaps most people would have done, Jack does something 

very different; he renders the prison obsolete in his everyday life (Davis, 2003), resisting the idea 

that he needs the supposed rehabilitation that prison provides: 

“Fuck them. I’m doing it for me. I’m doing well cause I want to do well, not because they 

tell me to do well. My natural instinct is to do well and to do right, you know what I 

mean? But, I’m not going to be abused or put into a corner or assaulted or whatever the 

case may be. I’m gonna defend myself.” 
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Jack turns the hegemonic idea of prison, as a moral and corrective institution, on its head. He 

already has strong values that he puts to use in his everyday interactions with others, including in 

the defence of his own life.  

Jack doesn’t say, “fuck them” lightly or without pre-meditation of what such an 

exclamation could mean for his life. If we think back to Chapter 5, where Jack spoke about his 

parole revocations for a “deteriorating attitude” and for “not taking meds as prescribed,” we are 

reminded of the violent cycling that he has experienced between the prison and the community, 

largely because he resisted his subjugation at the hands of the carceral state. Because of these 

experiences, Jack understands, better than most, that privileging his own knowledge above that 

of the carceral state could mean his extended imprisonment. Understanding Jack’s assertion 

“fuck them” in context of the violence that he has experienced and continues to experience is, I 

argue, to see such an exclamation as a conscious and powerful act of resistance against the 

carceral state, rather than just an emotional ‘outburst’. Through Jack’s resistance, we can begin 

to understand that the prison is not only obsolete in the rehabilitation of incarcerated people, but 

that it is also a co-author of the very violence it claims to police in the lives of criminalized 

people. 

 It may seem unreasonable at first to label Jack’s disavowal of the prison as a kind of 

resistance. The word resistance in today’s political environment is usually accompanied by 

images of massive protests in the streets of large cities, homemade signs and fists raised in 

solidarity, blockading major transport and trading routes, strikes at the picket lines, or sit-ins at 

the offices of local politicians. In the context of prison, resistance is often discussed in the forms 

of open letters to government (Dehaas, 2018; Ibrahim, 2020), riots (Lynn, 2018), hunger strikes 

(CBC News, 2020; Criminalization and Punishment Education Project, 2020), suicides (Gordon, 
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2008), or protests from advocates on the outside (Lalonde, 2020). The word resistance doesn’t 

necessarily conjure an image of a frustrated Jack saying, “fuck them” in a quiet, chilly office 

during an interview with a student researcher. Nonetheless, I argue that attending to and fostering 

these seemingly mundane instances of resistance not only help us to understand what it’s like to 

live in the fracture between the prison and the community, where emotional and affective 

resistance is heavily policed, but to open up new possibilities for a more equitable and abolition-

focused reintegration praxis. 

 Using stories told by Jack, Frank, Cam, Henry, Jamie, and Vicki, I will use this chapter to 

highlight the ways in which the people I spoke to regularly resisted the violence they experience 

at the hands of the carceral state during their reintegration into Kingston. In order to understand 

resistance, not only necessarily in typical terms of loud and organized protest, but also as having 

a quiet and brooding character, I take up Amber Murrey’s (2016) formulation of slow dissent. In 

the context of local resistance to the construction of an environmentally destructive pipeline by a 

multi-national company in Cameroon, she writes: 

Slow dissent is a resistance with perseverance, in spite of enormous ruptures and 

pressures, and the density to disrupt the prolonged temporality and multispatiality of 

multidimensional and compounded structural violence. Such dissent is wisely protracted 

rather than fast, organized, and/or highly visible… There is no one moment or one project 

that is the inauguration of resistance; rather, there is an emotionally saturated slow dissent 

– one that is punctuated with discontinuity and fracturings – with the potential to exert 

pressures against systemic forces over time. (p. 226) 

Especially important to Murrey’s (2016) conceptualization of slow dissent is how resistance, 

which has “emotional roots” (p. 226), is grounded in the specific emotional geographies in which 
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it takes place. Particular emotional geographies can help or hinder certain kinds of resistance 

(Pile, 1997; Sharp, Routledge, Philo, & Paddison, 2000; Jasper, 2011). As I discussed in earler 

chapters, emotions are disciplined in particular ways both in and out of prison. For example, it 

isn’t possible to openly disagree with your parole officer – let alone attend or organize a protest – 

without placing your future in the community in considerable jeopardy. As a result of the 

inequitable power dynamic between people with prison experiences and the carceral state, much 

of the resistance enacted by criminalized people during their reintegration into the community is 

shaped by their need to survive and is necessarily covert, vague, and intermittent. With this in 

mind, Murrey (2016) discusses three different manifestations of slow dissent: ‘cheating the 

system,’ or using an oppressive structure to provide for your needs when it is designed to 

dispossess or control; creating new visions of the future, or thinking about what you would do 

‘next time’ violence becomes imminent; and outright refusal, or problematizing the status-quo as 

‘normal’ or ‘right.’ In addition to demonstrating how each of these manifestations of slow 

dissent present themselves in the experiences of the people I spoke with, I hope to add my own 

characteristic of slow dissent to Murrey’s (2016) model. That is, slow dissent has a haunting 

quality in its refusal to stop demanding justice on its own terms, rather than the terms of the 

settler-colonial carceral state (Tuck & Ree, 2013). 

 Ultimately, I hope that this chapter serves to highlight the complex and deep desires of 

people with prison experiences rather than their trauma. The people I spoke to not only desire a 

just reintegration system, but a more accountable society that seeks to understand and appreciate 

their experiences instead of fetishizing their damage. I interpret the desires of the people I spoke 

to as having a particular function in their resistance to the carceral state. As Eve Tuck and C. Ree 

(2013) write: 
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Desire is a refusal to trade in damage; desire is an antidote, a medicine to damage 

narratives. Desire, however, is not just living in the looking glass; it isn’t a trip to 

opposite world. Desire is not a light switch, not a nescient turn to focus on the positive. It 

is a recognition of suffering, the costs of setter colonialism and capitalism, and how we 

still thrive in the face of loss anyway, the parts of us that won’t be destroyed. When I 

write or speak about desire, I am trying to get out from underneath the ways that my 

communities and I are always depicted. I insist on telling stories of desire, of complexity, 

of variegation, of promising myself one thing at night, and doing another in the morning. 

Desire is what we know about ourselves, and damage is what is attributed to us by those 

who wish to contain us… Desire… makes itself, and in making itself, it makes reality (p. 

647-648; emphasis added) 

In the context of the fracture between the prison and the community, I suggest that slow dissent 

and desire are inextricable from one another. Slow dissent is the unrelenting demand that desire 

is recognized and appreciated, just as desires – shaped and re-shaped by a violent past and 

present, as well as hopeful visions of the future – always inform the conditions of slow dissent. 

This chapter is, in essence, an exercise in desire and, ultimately, in imagining a new reality.  

 

“I’ll just go rob a bank” 

Frank and I were sitting in an office of a service provider that he visited regularly. I 

could tell this office was decorated to make people feel safe. The walls were a warm, deep red 

and were covered in pictures that we could look at from our big, comfy armchairs. Frank was 

completely at home here. He leaned back in his chair and periodically sipped his McDonald’s 
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one-dollar soft drink. “I’ve been coming here for quite some time now. I don’t know, twenty 

years or so,” he said. 

Frank and I were going over the places he had gone when he’d first gotten out of prison 

the last time. After parole, the police station, and getting a motel room, Frank headed to the 

ODSP office. 

  “Before when I’ve gotten out of jail, I’ve waited for like two weeks before getting any 

money from ODSP,” Frank said.  

“Wow, that’s a long time,” I replied. 

Frank nodded. “Ya, it can be hard. Some people have a hard time.” 

“What do you do in that situation?” I asked. 

“Um, rely on friends or family. I mean, pretty much cause there wasn’t much you could 

do. Like, there wasn’t that much help out there. But now, it seems like you can get them to move 

around quicker, like if you call your MP or something.” 

“Have you done that before?” 

“Oh ya,” Frank nonchalantly replied. 

“Really?” 

“Ya, oh ya. That’s who you’re supposed to call, right? I mean, I don’t know how many 

calls they get, but I gave him a call and,” Frank let out a quiet chuckle, “I’d been out a week at 

that point and I hadn’t had any money, and I said, ‘I’ll just go rob a bank and get some money, 

I’m sure I’ll get some help there, you know?’” Frank let out a drawling laugh. “And he said, 

‘No, no, no, don’t do that.’” Both Frank and I were laughing now. “He said, ‘Just give me like 

ten minutes.’” 

“Oh my goodness!” 
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“Ya. This is what the worker [at ODSP] told me, they said it was ‘impossible,’ that they 

couldn’t make me a manual cheque, that they didn’t do that anymore. And then, I get a call back 

like ten minutes after I call him you know, and they say, ‘Do you think you could come pick up 

your cheque?’ I said, ‘I thought you didn’t do that anymore.’ ‘Well, we made a mistake, I guess 

we can still do manual cheques.’ ‘Okay, I’ll be there.’ You know? It was funny, but ya, they can 

be helpful.” He chuckled again. “I guess they don’t get too many people calling.” 

 

 The institutional neglect that people experience when they are released from prison is 

appalling. In a capitalist society, denying people the monetary ability to provide for their own 

needs is the definition of state abandonment. As a result, committing a crime, either to support 

themselves or to return to prison in the wake of institutional neglect after their release, was 

common amongst the people I interviewed. However, Frank decides to go in a slightly different 

direction in order to obtain monetary support, one that feeds into his own identification as 

threatening in the eyes of the wider community.  

 Murrey (2016) establishes that resistance doesn’t need to take the form of a protest in the 

downtown core of the city. Instead, it can take the form of cheating the (inequitable) system, or 

using it to make it work for you instead of privileging the needs of the state. In Frank’s case, 

cheating the system means leaning into his identity as a criminalized person, an identity that has 

historically been used to oppress, exclude, and control him: “I’ll just go rob a bank and get some 

money, I’m sure I’ll get some help there.” Ingeniously, Frank uses the affect of the carceral state, 

the fear of the always imminent threat, to make a bureaucracy that has excluded him to diligently 

work to privilege him, even if just for a moment (Brennan, 2004; Massumi, 2010). Resistance 

against institutional neglect, while difficult, is a necessity for successful reintegration. 
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 Frank’s satirical demand for accountability reminds me of de Certeau’s discussion of the 

difference between strategies and tactics. In his book The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de 

Certeau (1980/1984) thoughtfully explains the importance of place in a person’s ability to enact 

resistance. Defining a strategy, he writes: 

I call a strategy the calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships that become 

possible as soon as a subject with will and power (a business, an army, a city, a scientific 

institution) can be isolated. It postulates a place that can be delimited as its own and serve 

as the base from which relations with an exteriority composed of targets or threats 

(customers or competitors, enemies, the country surrounding the city, objectives and 

objects of research, etc.) can be managed… It is also the typical attitude of modern 

science, politics, and military strategy. (p. 35-36) 

de Certeau’s (1980/1984) exclusion of the prison from his list of institutions that employ 

“strategy” is glaring, but perhaps not surprising. Using his definition of a strategy though, we can 

understand the prison as the place through which the carceral state exercises its image as the 

protector of the nation. It is, after all, the geographical separation of the ‘criminal’ from the 

‘citizen’ via the prison that has effectively erased the violence of incarceration from the mind of 

the “not-yet-captured” citizen (Gordon, 2008, p. 652; Foucault, 1975/1977; Garland, 2011). The 

“threats” to “be managed” by the carceral state are Black, Indigenous, and other people of 

colour, and LGBTQ2+ communities, as well as people experiencing poverty, homelessness, 

mental illness, and other criminalized groups. Place, then, gives strategy its organizational 

power. Autonomy is granted, expansions can be planned, borders are enacted, and surveillance 

over “threats” legitimizes authority (de Certeau, 1980/1984). The strategy of place is the strategy 

of the settler-colonial carceral state.  
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 In comparison to a strategy, de Certeau (1980/1984) describes a tactic:  

A tactic is a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus. No 

delimitation of an exteriority, then, provides it with the condition necessary for 

autonomy. The space of the tactic is the space of the other. Thus it must play on and with 

a terrain imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign power. It does not have the 

means to keep to itself, at a distance, in a position of withdrawal, foresight, and self-

collection: it is a maneuver… within enemy territory. It does not, therefore, have the 

options of planning general strategy and viewing the adversary as a whole within a 

district, visible, and objectifiable space… It must vigilantly make use of the cracks that 

particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers. It poaches in 

them. It creates surprises in them. It can be where it is least expected. It is a guileful ruse. 

(p. 36-37) 

This isn’t to say that tactics are not enacted from a particular space, but rather, that they are both 

exercised within the space of the oppressor and simultaneously from a place outside the reach of 

the oppressor, the space of the other (de Certeau, 1980/1984; Pile, 1997). But, because of the 

position Frank is put in by the Canadian settler-colonial society – under the supervision of the 

carceral state, with no income, housing, or institutional support – he is required to use a tactic. 

He is relegated to a space that is “within enemy territory” of the carceral state at the same time as 

he is neglected by that state as an “other” (de Certeau, 1980/1984, p. 37). As a result, Frank is 

able to use this “crack,” this fracturing, between the prison and the community to his advantage 

by using his label as a criminal in his journey to ultimately become a citizen.  

While perhaps not the foundation for wide scale structural change, cheating the system, 

as a form of slow dissent, does work to provide for the material needs of people with prison 
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experiences in the meantime (Murrey, 2016). However, I believe it is worth searching for other 

ways to cheat the system, as these acts of resistance can reveal fissures, perforations, and 

pressure points in the body of the setter-colonial carceral state that can be manipulated to allow 

for larger forms of resistance and change. Thanks to Frank and his desire to “still thrive in the 

face of loss anyway,” we can understand how a satirical call to a local member of parliament can 

actually be used as a powerful act of resistance (Tuck & Ree, 2013).  

 

“To have to tell your story over and over and over and over again” 

“Honestly?” Cam paused for a moment. “I don’t see why there isn’t some sort of 

counselling offered to you the day you get out.” I had just asked him if there was anything he 

wished he had access to during his reintegration, but didn’t. “Like, any counselling I’ve gotten, I 

had to seek out. There should be something through the system that is there for you when you get 

out to help you adjust. There’s no such thing as that. And it would be so much easier for people 

to get help like that, because the people you see already know you, they have your file and 

everything. You don’t have to explain yourself and feel humiliated by telling somebody. That’s a 

big thing. There is nothing like that, and that would help a lot in my opinion.” 

“And counselling for like mental health? Or counselling for like, ‘this is where you can 

go’?” I tried to clarify. 

“A little bit of both. A lot of mental, but some of both… And nine times out of ten, your 

parole officer doesn’t give a shit. ‘You came, you saw me go, you did what you’re supposed to do 

and I did my job. And that’s it. You know, you’re a piece of meat, I’ll see you again when I call 

ya.’ It just really takes the wind out of your sails.” Cam laughed. “But ya, if there was anything 

that I think there should be, it’s something like that. It would help a lot of people.” 
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Cam modestly, yet confidently, continued. “I don’t even know how to explain what they 

should do cause I don’t really know what they should do or what they shouldn’t do myself. But, 

some place they give you a card when you get out or the first time you see your PO, ‘here’s a 

card for somebody that has access to your file, you don’t have to go explain yourself, they’re 

there with contacts to, you know, help ya.’ It doesn’t have to be over and over and over and over 

again, just once or twice go see someone and they’ll point you in the direction of what you need. 

It took me forever to find things in Kingston, to ask the right questions. You have to embarrass 

yourself. It’s kind of belittling yourself over and over and over again. There’s a lot of people I 

have to go and see, I don’t have to, I choose to, that know all about me cause I had to start over 

again.” Cam was visibly upset now. “And to move on to some other service that I needed, I had 

to start over again, and it gets old, to the point where I can’t do that anymore, I’m just not going 

to. Which is dangerous. I mean, to have to tell your story over and over and over and over again 

to strangers just to get the help you need?” 

“Just to be put in a file,” I said. I wondered if what I was doing was any different than 

what Cam was explaining.  

“Ya,” Cam said, “it’s not right. I know I won’t pretend I didn’t deserve to go… But I 

can’t stress enough how important I think it is that there’s someone to go to or a place to go 

when you get out for the help you need. You can go in perfectly mentally healthy, but when it’s 

time to get out, you’re not the same person anymore.” 

After I had turned off the recorder, Cam got up from the table to leave. We wished each 

other well and I started to pack up my things as Cam walked away. He turned back around to me 

when he reached the door. “Don’t forget,” he pointed at me, his chin tilted down towards me, 

his tone sincere, and said, “don’t forget the one thing I told you is needed.” 
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I suddenly felt the crushing load of responsibility for Cam’s story, and others’ stories, on 

my shoulders. With all the sincerity I could summon under the weight, I cautiously said, “I 

won’t.” The words caught in my throat.  

“Good,” he said. He didn’t smile, though. 

 

 Cam’s story is sickeningly similar to the experiences of many other people I interviewed 

over the course of this project, most notably, Henry (below). Because of the similarities between 

these stories, I will be analyzing them together following Henry’s narrative.  

 

“What do you need?” 

It was getting to be late afternoon by the time Henry and I started to wrap up our 

interview. I always ended my interviews with the same question: “Is there anything else that 

you’d like to talk about that we didn’t cover about your experiences coming out of prison into the 

community?” 

Henry was silent for a few moments. “I think… that the health people should take a better 

look at the stress that is caused to people that are coming out.” 

“The health people in Kingston?” I asked.  

“Ya, and let the workers and people know that maybe sometimes they have to be a little 

bit more understanding and have a little bit more of an open mind. So, they can realize that, 

especially a person that’s been in a long time or done long periods of time on uh, the ‘instalment 

plan,’ – you know, like four years here, five years here, three years here – there’s a reason that’s 

happening. And the reason could be anywhere from just a simple thing of not being able to get 

that apartment when they needed it or who knows?” 
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Henry paused again before leaning in to continue. “Do you understand what I’m trying 

to say?” He spoke with urgency. “Like, there’s a lot of stress on a person when they’re coming 

out… I don’t think a lot of people, workers and that, really realize the depth of some of these 

disabilities, you know? In order to give them a little space and help them, instead of causing 

them more anxiety and stress.” 

“Ya,” I agreed. 

“Cause we don’t need it. We got enough already. But that’s one thing I found that hit me 

the hardest, was being overwhelmed by so much coming at me at one time, you know? Make sure 

you got financial backing, make sure you got a place to stay, make sure you got proper clothing, 

make sure you got some money in your pocket, make sure you got food. It goes on and on and on, 

that list. It’s endless when you first get out cause you have nothing.” 

“And you have to get everything.” 

“Well, ya,” Henry said matter-of-factly. “And so we need people there that understand 

that we want everything today and we’re not gonna get it for a while to give us some help, get us 

through it and to be patient. Be more patient, you know? In order to get us through these things. 

And, by giving us the phone and giving us the numbers and going with us there and showing us, 

you know, this is where you come for this, this is where the coupons are, this is where you can 

access this, and finding out that this is what you actually need first. What do you need? Not what 

he needed or she needed when she came out, what do you need? Cause everything’s different in 

different people’s minds of what’s most important and sometimes they need to learn to try and 

space things out and to get their priorities straight on what they want to do first.” 

And then, as if speaking to someone else who was coming out of prison, Henry said, 

“And don’t try to do it all in one week. Space it out so that you have time in between to think 
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about what you’re doing, because if you don’t, you’re gonna do like I did and overwhelm 

yourself. And so many times, I got so close to failing. That could’ve been bad, but it wasn’t cause 

I learned to space things out… Anyways, a lot of things happened to me that were good, and a 

lot of things happened that were bad, but you just gotta learn not to push too much too fast.” 

“Mm, right,” I tried to relate, but couldn’t. “Which is hard to do when everyone is telling 

you what you need to do, ya.” 

“Ya. And you got four different people from four different directions all giving you 

different advice. You just gotta get your priorities straight first. And there should be somebody 

there with you to say, ‘Hey, let’s go make a phone call.’ You know? Just to show that-” 

“Like a, like a case worker or something specifically for people who are coming out of 

prison?” I interrupted. 

“Ya, not just a case worker, but somebody that’s willing to stick with you and show you 

and hang out with you if you’re having a bad day. You know, ‘Let’s go have a coffee, we’ll think 

about what we can do next,’ or something. It’s always nice to have somebody there, cause when 

you’re by yourself and you’re facing all these things and you’re sitting there late at night in your 

bed in the shelter, and you’re going, ‘God, what have I got done? Have I got anything done?’ 

You know? You’re like worried to death.” 

 

Reading Cam’s and Henry’s stories together, it seems to me that both men are trying to 

illuminate the same part of the fracture between the prison and the Kingston community, to 

communicate something that the carceral state has either forgotten or actively supresses: that 

reintegration is a necessarily embodied process. In other words, reintegration isn’t just about 

building moral character or learning to become a law-abiding citizen through capitalist labour 
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and a good, read as non-resistant, attitude. Reintegration is also a geographical process of 

moving from service to service in an attempt to meet your physical and emotional needs as a 

human being with a living body. As discussed in Chapter 6, the embodied aspects of 

reintegration can be incredibly difficult for someone who has experienced extensive periods of 

time in prison, where the body is, in Chip’s words, “programmed” to the routine of the 

institution and trained to accept care and discipline from the carceral state. For example, while 

Henry describes the toll that reintegration can have on someone’s physical and mental wellbeing, 

especially as someone with a disability, Cam describes the emotional difficulty of needing to 

relive his trauma “over and over and over and over again to strangers just to get the help you 

need.” The consequences of the carceral state’s ignorance of the embodied aspects of 

reintegration geographies are severe for people with incarceration experiences. As Henry told 

me, “so many times, I got so close to failing.” 

 In an essay, critical sociologist David Garland (2011) discusses how, as a result of a 

specific historical and cultural movement led by the European aristocracy to quell rebellion 

amongst the working classes (Foucault, 1975/1977), “modern state punishment no longer 

addresses itself to the body of the criminal offender. Bodily punishment has been abolished, the 

corporal replaced by the carceral” (p. 767). He continues: 

[The modern state] draw[s] back from the idea of the punished body in pain and generally 

avoid[s] its contemplation. Criminal offenders are “deprived of their liberty”… There is a 

careful avoidance of any suggestion that bodily pain and physical suffering are intrinsic 

elements of legal punishment. But individual human beings – the juridical subjects to 

whom law’s sanctions are typically applied – persist in being embodied, and these bodies 

are inevitably caught up in our practices of punishment, however much the law and state 
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officials deny this intention… The punished body is made to disappear today not – or not 

only – out of respect for bodies and a desire to reduce suffering but in order to sustain 

state authority and fend off unwanted challenges to the law’s legitimacy. (p. 768, 780) 

Put simply, while incarceration is only made possible by the presence and materiality of the 

human body, the state has a considerable stake in the active suppression and invalidation of 

instances of bodily violence experienced by incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people. 

Instead of understanding the body as inextricable from its environment, the body of the prisoner 

becomes an object or a risk to be controlled, paradoxically disembodied from their own lived 

experiences: “this powerless state results from both internal and external forces: one’s own body 

has rendered one vulnerable to coercion… The prisoner… watches his or her body being 

watched” (Leder, 2016, p. 175-176). Leder’s (2016) statement that an incarcerated person 

watches their body being observed is, in essence, what I think Cam and Henry are trying to 

problematize in their stories.  

 In problematizing their paradoxical experiences of institutional neglect and constant 

observation, Cam and Henry each present ideas for new support systems and resources that 

should be available for people being released from prison. For Cam, the most important change 

that needs to be made is to the mental and emotional support offered upon release: 

“I don’t even know how to explain what they should do cause I don’t really know what 

they should do or what they shouldn’t do myself. But, some place they give you a card 

when you get out or the first time you see your PO, ‘here’s a card for somebody that has 

access to your file, you don’t have to go explain yourself, they’re there with contacts to, 

you know, help ya.’ It doesn’t have to be over and over and over and over again, just 

once or twice go see someone and they’ll point you in the direction of what you need. It 
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took me forever to find things in Kingston, to ask the right questions. You have to 

embarrass yourself. It’s kind of belittling yourself over and over and over again. There’s 

a lot of people I have to go and see, I don’t have to, I choose to, that know all about me 

cause I had to start over again.” 

Henry more or less reiterates what Cam says, suggesting that it’s not just about the resources 

available, but about how service providers and service users approach relationships with one 

another: 

“And so we need people there that understand that we want everything today and we’re 

not gonna get it for a while to give us some help, get us through it and to be patient. Be 

more patient, you know? In order to get us through these things. And, by giving us the 

phone and giving us the numbers and going with us there and showing us, you know, this 

is where you come for this, this is where the coupons are, this is where you can access 

this, and finding out that this is what you actually need first. What do you need? Not what 

he needed or she needed when she came out, what do you need? Cause everything’s 

different in different people’s minds of what’s most important and sometimes they need to 

learn to try and space things out and to get their priorities straight on what they want to 

do first… You know, ‘Let’s go have a coffee, we’ll think about what we can do next,’ or 

something. It’s always nice to have somebody there, cause when you’re by yourself and 

you’re facing all these things and you’re sitting there late at night in your bed in the 

shelter, and you’re going, ‘God, what have I got done? Have I got anything done?’ You 

know? You’re like worried to death.” 

In both Cam’s and Henry’s cases, I suggest that these imaginings of new and improved supports 

for people with prison experiences is an act of resistance.  
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 The second form of slow dissent that Murrey (2016) discusses is creating new visions of 

the future, or thinking about what could be done next time, by using emotional and affective 

experiences of violence to do so. Cam and Henry appear to have a shared vision of the future 

based on their similar reintegration experiences, one in which we recognize each other as 

complex human beings rather than objects to be managed, where accountability is fostered 

through equitable relationships, and when the affective and material conditions of people’s 

everyday lives are identified in relation to the violence and trauma they have experienced. In 

other words, Cam and Henry have combined their emotional geographies of prison and 

reintegration with their desire for a better reintegration experience “in an attempt at re-making 

geography, at producing different places for [their] life, at expanding the spatial boundary 

whereby certain lives are rendered liveable while others become utterly unliveable” (Savransky, 

2012, p. 203). From this perspective then, resistance becomes less about an action than it 

becomes about imagining a new space free from the domination of the carceral state, even while 

still in the midst of the violent fracture between the prison and the community (Pile, 1997).    

 

“Numbers in textbooks don’t define who we are” 

Jamie had almost finished her two-litre bottle of iced tea. She had been coughing so 

much that she needed to take a drink every few minutes to save her voice. Jamie didn’t look well; 

her cough was hacking, and I could hear her lungs working hard to expel extra mucus. But her 

physical condition didn’t keep her from holding back any criticism she had of CSC, reintegration 

programming, or the system more broadly. 

“People just need to understand that [coming out of prison] is not like coming home from 

vacation or, or you know what I mean? It’s a huge adjustment. In a way, people need to look at 
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how, even though we’ve broken the law and everything, we’re humans too. So, how do we make 

that transition as easy, but not like, you know, like a cake walk so people are like, ‘Oh, I got out 

had fun, went back, got out,’ like, but for the ones that are coming out and really fucking want to 

turn things around. Like, less hurdles. Because these are…” Jamie paused, trying to think about 

the best way to word her point, “the problems that we face as parolees everyday, just even being 

in a halfway house, are not real life problems. Like, they’re happening, but it’s like an 

overabundance of drama and stress.” 

“Mm,” I managed to grunt. I didn’t want to interrupt Jamie in what was about to be a 

powerful argument. 

“Based on the fact that you’re living with other criminals, or what they would say as, 

‘like-minded individuals,’ like, this is not normal. So, for the people who want to come out and 

try to be normal, even if they have to endure this,” she raised her hands to gesture generally to 

the space of her halfway house, “just for a month or two just to show that you’re not staying in 

that same mentality… then let them progress somewhere. The steps need to get a little less far 

apart and a little easier to get up, you know what I mean? For the ones who want to.” 

Jamie let out a big sigh. “Because, I don’t know how anybody, like my mom and my step-

dad have been so amazing through all of this, cause they know, they see I want to change, but I 

don’t know how anybody, even like being able to sit down and thinking about doing this 

successfully without any family ties or help from people who love you and whatever. Because 

Corrections Service Canada, the parole part of it, they make it very hard. And it’s 

understandable, because when the look at us, they look at risk.” 

There’s that word again, “risk.” 
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“But numbers in textbooks don’t define who we are, right? So, just because statistically 

someone with a background like myself is more likely to do this doesn’t mean that I’m gonna do 

it. So, don’t treat me like that number on the paper. Look at me, and see what I’m doing and let’s 

go from there, because that’s too much like what they do. They say, ‘Oh, we can’t allow that 

cause the number in the computer that was generated is too high for me to justify letting you do 

that, cause if you become another part of that number, I’m gonna get in trouble,’ you know? 

They need to make it easier for the ones that want it. They need to be more understanding and 

compassionate, and listen to what our needs are to get better. Not what you know, what those 

black and white letters say on a piece of paper. I’m thinking about what my conditions say. And 

so, instead of continuing to punish us and exaggerate our trauma and stuff like that?”  

Jamie paused again, “Help more! More ‘why’ instead of, ‘Go sit in the corner, you’re 

bad!’ What happened? And these are the events leading up to this. How do we stop this? You 

know?” 

 

 Jamie not only makes clear what the consequences are for reducing a formerly 

incarcerated person to a statistical object of risk, but also, in resistance to such a relegation, 

places a powerful claim on her own humanity as irreducible and unquantifiable within the risk-

oriented logics of the carceral state. In other words, Jamie outright refuses neoliberal risk 

discourses as an explanation for her life and the violence that she has suffered. Risk, Jamie 

explains, doesn’t account for the conditions of someone’s life in the ways that they actually come 

together in complicated and entangled assemblages. Risk, as a supposedly objective tool, is 

selectively analytical, often not taking into account the structures that wield it as a catalyst for 

state-sanctioned violence.  
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Murrey (2016) discusses refusals similar to Jamie’s as a third manifestation of slow 

dissent. She writes: “these refusals signal movements towards disobedience, within a slow arc of 

dissent, as people refuse to consent to the demands of authority… through them people ‘decline 

to supply the power-holders with the sources of their power’” (p. 236). Moments of non-

acceptance in the face of oppression, like Jamie’s assertion that “numbers in textbooks don’t 

define who we are,” especially when considered collectively, can create the potential for a 

protracted and pestilential resistance against the oppressor (Murrey, 2016). However, I believe 

there is more to be learned from Jamie’s experiences than this.  

Expanding Murrey’s (2016) discussion of refusals as a form of slow dissent by way of 

Gordon’s (2008) understanding of the prisoner’s curse, I suggest that Jamie’s resistance to the 

risk discourses of the carceral state presents a much more powerful ultimatum to our society than 

a simple rejection. In speaking about the bodily resistance of incarcerated people, Gordon (2008) 

presents the idea of the prisoner’s curse. She says: 

A curse is a malediction… It is the learned language of the accursed themselves. It is an 

angry, demanding, sometimes vengeful language, registering the recalcitrance, the 

indifference, the venality that prompted it. The curse is not so much a means of 

communicating as a means for ensuring that even if no one is listening, no one can 

forget… The prisoner’s curse, then, replies to the social death sentence in multiple 

voices. It asserts the life world and life force, the anticipatory afterlife, of the ones whose 

existence has been denied, abandoned, forgotten… It demands to know what the captive 

has done to deserve the reduction in and deprivation of personhood to which he or she is 

subject… The prisoner’s curse also declares that, contrary to appearances, the social 

death sentence obtains, belongs to the ones who maintain and enforce its brutal reality 
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and gratuitous fictionality, the ones who negate, deny, abandon their fellow human 

beings. (p. 655-656; emphasis added) 

When Jamie asks the carceral state, and perhaps society more broadly, “don’t treat me like that 

number on the paper. Look at me, and see what I’m doing and let’s go from there,” it’s as if she 

is urging us to reconsider not only our indifference to the violence of her incarceration and 

reintegration, but also our role in the perpetuation of such violence. Jamie asks us why we’ve 

abandoned her and others like her, understanding that while she has made mistakes, the carceral 

state continues to profit from her subjection to a life of seemingly unending criminalization: 

“even though we’ve broken the law and everything, we’re humans too.” In essence, Jamie is 

setting up her own version of Gordon’s (2008) prisoner’s curse. Not only has she asserted that 

her humanity cannot and will not be forgotten by the state, she has also used the space of our 

interview to demand an explanation for her abandonment. However, Jamie doesn’t stop there and 

continues to implicate the carceral state, rather than the incarcerated, as “the ones who negate, 

deny, [and] abandon their fellow human beings” (Gordon, 2008, p. 655-656): “they need to be 

more understanding and compassionate, and listen to what our needs are to get better. Not what 

you know, what those black and white letters say on a piece of paper. I’m thinking about what 

my conditions say.”  

 For me, the most personally troubling and curse-like part of Jamie’s resistance are her 

last words, the last question she asks – a question that has been implicitly claimed by the 

Canadian carceral state as a priority of its prisons (CSC, 2016), and yet is not seriously 

considered in practice – something that, from Jamie’s point of view, has not been pursued as a 

legitimate form of justice. It is a question that if we truly value the lives of our fellow human 
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beings and the dismantling of violent structures like the prison, we will need to take seriously: 

“How do we stop this?” 

 

“How to turn over those stones” 

It was a Wednesday in September. It was still warm enough to be outside without a 

sweater on, but Vicki and I were sitting inside on a firm-cushioned couch. The voices of other 

people coming and going from offices and support groups quietly echoed into the small meeting 

room where Vicki and I were having our interview. We had been speaking for about an hour 

already, and Vicki was in the middle of explaining the barriers to successful reintegration, which 

are often things that people without prison experience take for granted.  

“There were all kinds of obstacles and barriers for offenders, male or female. But if 

you’re transgender, hoooollllyyyyy. They don’t know what to do with you.” Vicki was speaking 

from personal experience. Having been in and out of both men’s and women’s prisons, Vicki 

tried to speak to as many people’s experiences as possible. 

“Reintegration into the community, um… The program is set up to fail. The program 

that’s supposed to help the offender not offend isn’t, it’s set up so that you trip and fall. You have 

to self-initiate and if you don’t have the skill set to self-initiate, you don’t know how to turn over 

those stones to find the information you need. You simply walk right over them. And that’s the 

hardest and most difficult thing.” Vicki sipped her coffee and nonchalantly launched into a not-

so-hypothetical situation, “so, you’re looking for a place to live, you’re looking for a job.” 

“Right,” I nodded, as if I knew what that was like.  

“You can’t get a job because you don’t have a place to live, you know? You’re doing 

everything out of say, the library, on a computer. You don’t have your ID. And even yesterday, I 
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met a young woman and she had just been released and she’s trying to put it all together and 

she’s reaching out to agencies to help her. But agencies also get their hands… handcuffed. So, 

you develop this mindset that if I come to this agency, and they say ‘Yes, you need this, this, this, 

but we only provide this,’ you think that this is gonna be done by that agency and then this 

agency will do that, and then it doesn’t happen. And now, you have to chase it down and the 

frustration level gets so high that you just say, ‘You know what? Fuck it. It’s not worth it.’” But, 

as Vicki would explain, the frustration doesn’t end there. 

“And if you go to agencies, they should be telling you, ‘this is available for you, this is 

available for you, this is available for you.’ But they don’t. You’re just told that you can go here 

and get a welfare cheque. But do they tell you about the discretionary rental payment, which 

pays for first and last months’ rent? No. So, you’re thinking that from this little welfare cheque, 

‘Now I gotta make everything happen.’” 

“So, how did you find out about it?” I asked. 

“I turn over rocks now,” Vicki became louder as she spoke. “I kick doors in. I don’t 

stand there knocking politely. If you don’t answer, I’m coming through the door cause I wanna 

know the information. I wanna know it all.” Her face broke into a huge smile as she continued. 

“And as soon as I find out, I don’t keep it a secret. I tell everybody. You can get this,” she 

started counting the number of benefits on her fingers as she spoke, “you can get that, you can 

get this, and you can get that… But they don’t tell you the ins and outs, you know? ‘You need a 

lawyer, you need that, now you’re applying for legal aid. Well, you don’t have a fixed address.’ 

So, now I have to get all of this, I have to do all of this, I have to do all of this, I have to do all of 

this, and then maybe they’re gonna say no anyways. So, I’m not going to do this, I’m not going 
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to do this, I’m not going to do this, and I’m not going to invest in myself, because you won’t 

invest in me. So, I’m not worth it.” She paused. “That’s exactly the mindset you develop.” 

“And,” she said, “what happens is offenders learn a mindset that if somebody [a service 

provider] forgets, they don’t want to do it, they forgot about you, they’re not interested in you. 

And you slip further through the cracks, and they think ‘Oh, well they just don’t want to help 

me.’ Well, that’s not the case, you gotta knock on the door a little louder. ‘I already did, they 

know I’m here.’ Yes, they do, but they’re busy, knock harder and louder and keep going! The 

squeaky wheel gets the oil. But by the time that someone is at the point where they want to be 

loud about it, they’re just viewed as being hysterical.” 

“It’s just anger,” I said. Vicki nodded. 

“And it’s coming out, you’re just venting, you’re not even articulating. You’re just 

spewing out expletives like fucking crazy. ‘You fuckin’–’” 

“You’re just so frustrated.” 

“But three hours ago, I was like, ‘Hi, can you please help me? I need some information.’  

 

 If anyone embodied the spirit of resistance in their interview, it was Vicki. Even here, 

Vicki champions slow dissent (“the squeaky wheel gets the oil”), resisting both the operative 

assumptions of the carceral state and the internalized hopelessness that institutional neglect has 

placed in the hearts of people experiencing poverty. She even transforms the word “hysterical” 

from an over-reactive psychological state to a legitimate affective response in the wake of 

institutional neglect. However, there is something about the way that Vicki, and others, resist the 

violence of their reintegration that Murrey’s (2016) model of slow dissent doesn’t quite capture: 

its haunting quality.  
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 In their formative chapter A Glossary of Haunting, Tuck and Ree (2013) describe 

haunting as the ominous response to the violence of the settler-colonial state. They write: 

Settler colonialism is the management of those who have been made killable… Settler 

horror, then, comes about as part of this management, of the anxiety, the looming but 

never arriving guilt, the impossibility of forgiveness, the inescapability of retribution. 

Haunting, by contrast, is the relentless remembering and reminding that will not be 

appeased by settler society’s assurances of innocence and reconciliation… Haunting 

doesn’t hope to change people’s perceptions, nor does it hope for reconciliation. 

Haunting lies precisely in its refusal to stop. (p. 642) 

In other words, the ghosts created by the violence of the settler-colonial state carry out its 

haunting. By Tuck and Ree’s (2013) definition, haunting is a kind of resistance, one that refuses 

to stop demanding justice on its own terms, rather than the terms of the settler-colonial state. 

Vicki’s angry and indignant refusal to stop demanding justice from Canadian settler society is, I 

argue, a kind of haunting resistance: 

“So, how did you find out about it?” I asked. 

“I turn over rocks now,” Vicki became louder as she spoke. “I kick doors in. I don’t 

stand there knocking politely. If you don’t answer, I’m coming through the door cause I wanna 

know the information. I wanna know it all.” Her face broke into a huge smile as she continued. 

“And as soon as I find out, I don’t keep it a secret. I tell everybody.” 

With these words, it’s almost as if she’s offering a premonition, an omen that says: “I 

don’t want to haunt you, but I will” (Tuck & Ree, 2013, p. 643). Now, I want to be very careful 

in my analysis of Vicki’s resistance to the carceral state as ghostly. The last thing I want to do is 

to relegate Vicki to world that seems beyond our own, or to reinforce the dominant cultural 
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understanding that ghosts are never fully human when they exercise their haunting abilities. 

Instead, I would like to use the term ghost to describe a political and social figure. A ghost isn’t 

necessarily someone who is dead or missing. Sometimes, the figure of a ghost is a living person 

that has been invisible or hidden from view until now (Gordon, 1997). A ghost enters our 

previously un-haunted lifeworld with an experiential knowledge of violence, knowing and 

implicating us, the un-ghostly, as the beneficiaries of such violence (Gordon, 1997; Tuck & Ree, 

2013). I’ve never forgotten the image of Vicki turning over rocks, kicking through and banging 

on doors in order to get the information she needs to survive. Vicki is one of the ghosts in my 

head, sitting next to me at my desk, looking over my shoulder as I write this thesis. As a ghost, 

she’s done her job well. She haunts me, just as I know that she continues to haunt the 

institutions, and the city, that unsuccessfully attempt to ignore her as necessary for their own 

existence.  

It’s worth noting that haunting is intermittent; ghosts, although never fully satisfied while 

violence continues, can become tired too. When I saw Vicki again a couple of days after our 

conversation on the firm-cushioned couch, I asked her how she was doing. She looked at me 

with a kind of exhaustion that I couldn’t relate to and said, without the fiery energy she wielded 

in our interview, “I’m surviving.” Sometimes, though, all it takes to be haunted is the mere 

presence of a tired, but seemingly unconquerable ghost. These social figures become the bane of 

settler-colonial existence and the source of the carceral state’s horror in their unconditional 

refusal to simply stop surviving (Gordon, 1997; Tuck & Ree, 2013). 

In this chapter, I hope to have demonstrated that, even in the midst of continued violence 

in their everyday lives, people with prison experiences actively practice resistance. In order to try 

and understand the different ways that resistance is enacted during reintegration, I have taken up 
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Murrey’s (2016) model of slow dissent. In their resistance, whether it be cheating the system, 

imagining visions of the future, outright refusals, or in haunting violent institutions, people with 

prison experiences continue to own their complexity as human beings and actively deny the 

carceral state’s attempts to suggest otherwise. Through the idea of slow dissent, we can imagine 

resistance not just as marching in a protest, taking part in a hunger strike, or committing another 

crime, but as a quiet and seething existence in the face of considerable oppression (Murrey, 

2016). Exploring these instances of slow dissent as legitimate forms of resistance to the carceral 

state is, I have suggested, important not only in our attempts to grasp the simultaneously 

restrictive and neglectful characteristics of the fracture between the prison and the community. 

Seriously considering the slow dissent enacted by people with prison experiences can inform the 

creation of a more equitable reintegration process that, ultimately, makes the carceral state itself 

obsolete.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 I looked at the clock. Vicki and I had been talking for almost two and a half hours. I 

could’ve talked to Vicki all afternoon, but I knew she was busy figuring out which stones to turn 

over. “I don’t want to take up anymore of your time today,” I said. 

 “You’re not taking up my time,” she graciously replied. 

 “Well… Is there anything you feel like we missed?” 

 Vicki looked into the distance long and hard, her lips pursed in thought. She had her left 

leg crossed over her right, with both hands resting on her left knee. She turned to me after a few 

seconds and nodded, “Probably tons.” 

 “Probably tons,” I shook my head as I repeated Vicki’s words. I was beginning to 

understand that the haunting I was experiencing – that we are all experiencing, whether we 

realize it or not, – would extend far beyond this Master’s project.  

 

  This thesis has been an effort to commune with ghosts, those people who have been 

hidden from our view until now, and to follow their lead in understanding how I am – how we 

are all – wrapped up in the oppressive logics of the settler-colonial carceral state, even if these 

logics seem at first to “appear foreign, alien, far away, doubly other” (Gordon, 1997, p. 51). 

Ghosts can and will undoubtedly lead each of us in different directions, and there are a number 

of directions, actually, “probably tons” of directions, that this thesis did not take, with important 

insights, stories, and experiences left unwritten or unexplained. Although this research is limited 

in a number of ways – namely in my inability to duly consider and share all of the unique 

reintegration experiences shared with me for this project – I am confident that we now know 
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much more about the fracture between the prison and the community in Kingston than we did at 

the start of this thesis.  

 At the beginning of this work, I asked two questions. First, how do formerly incarcerated 

people experience reintegration into the Kingston community? Second, what is the character of 

the fracture and what are its consequences in the lives of formerly incarcerated people? In an 

effort to conclude this thesis, I will answer each question in turn. 

 What I’ve learned from people with prison experiences in Kingston is that living in the 

fracture is, at best, a fragmented and bureaucratically tedious experience. At its worst, living in 

the fracture is life threatening. For most people though, living in the fracture is productive and 

repetitive of the kind of physical and emotional violence they have experienced at multiple 

points throughout their lives. These experiences of the fracture are, as I have tried to explain, the 

product of a reintegration discourse that not only deploys the neoliberal governance tools of risk 

management and responsibilization in an effort to control people with prison experiences, but 

that understands and disciplines the emotion of formerly incarcerated people in harmful ways.  

Ultimately, and despite the ways in which the carceral state suggests otherwise, living in 

the fracture is an emotional, embodied experience. The people I spoke to described their 

reintegration experiences as joyful, boring, confusing, fearful, anxious, or anger inducing, and 

sometimes all of these things at the same time. These experiences are what led Henry to tell me 

that he was “scared to death,” Tom to tell me he “didn’t know where to go” for help, or Pedro to 

say that he felt there was an emotional “gulf” between him and other people. Cam told me he 

was afraid, Charlie was indignant, Jack was “fucking exhausted,” Jamie was exasperated, Violet 

was angry, Chip was confused, Shanadora was distressed, Sara was anxious, Frank was 

overwhelmed, Dylan was nervous, Stan was frustrated, Trav was melancholy, Emera was livid, 
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Billy-Bob was indifferent, Rooster was resentful, Chris was relaxed, Steve was hopeful, Eddie 

was uneasy, Brandi was cautious, and Vicki was resolute. Put simply, experiences of living in 

the fracture were always saturated with emotion, both in the recounting of these narratives and in 

the actual experiences themselves.  

 So, my second research question has already been partly answered in my efforts to 

address the first question; the fracture can be characterized as emotional, or at the very least, as 

productive of particular emotions and affective responses. Understanding why the fracture is 

productive of these affective responses is what I have tried to uncover in my attempts to answer 

this second question. For instance, formerly incarcerated people’s experiences clearly 

demonstrate that the fracture is characterized by institutional neglect and an unconscionable lack 

of reintegration support at the same time as it is characterized by intense surveillance and the 

violence of risk-oriented pre-emptive action against people with prison experiences. The 

conditions of the fracture inevitably produce powerful emotional responses from people with 

prison experiences that, while disciplined in violent ways, ultimately reveal new kinds of 

knowledges, geographies, and paths to resistance. 

My main argument has been that emotions should and do matter for reintegration. Paying 

attention to the emotional geographies of reintegration, how formerly incarcerated people feel in 

place, illuminates previously hidden nuances of people’s everyday reintegration experiences and 

shows us that rather than ameliorating harm and violence, the carceral state produces and is 

produced by the violent cycle of incarceration. Throughout this thesis, I have highlighted three 

(of many) reasons why emotions matter for reintegration. First, emotions matter to reintegration 

because the ways in which we talk about (or don’t talk about) them. The ways in which we 

create emotional knowledge or subjugate it, can have devastating consequences for people who 
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are unable or unwilling to subscribe to hegemonic Western ideas of emotion, affect, and the 

neoliberal discourses of risk and responsibility that shape such an understanding. Second, 

emotions matter to reintegration because they can help us to unpack complicated assemblages 

between people, their bodies, and their environments, revealing reintegration to be a deeply 

embodied experience where time loses its linearity and home seems suddenly unfamiliar. Finally, 

emotions matter for reintegration because it is through them that we can recognize and create 

new and affectively powerful pathways for resistance against the carceral state. Not accounting 

for the emotional and embodied experiences of formerly incarcerated people will only bolster the 

continuous expansion and proliferation of violent carceral logics in our society. 

 However, I would caution us away from thinking that the absence of negative emotions, 

of simply appeasing the anger, anxiousness, or sadness of formerly incarcerated people will 

protect them from the state-sanctioned violence of incarceration and reintegration. “Feeling 

better,” Ahmed (2004) writes, “is not a sign that justice has been done, and nor should it be 

reified as the goal of political struggle. But feeling better does still matter, as it is about learning 

to live with the injuries that threaten to make life impossible” (p. 201). Interrogating and 

advocating for a theoretical consideration of the emotional geographies of reintegration, then, is 

not the end, but rather a means to abolitionist ends.  

Ultimately, I believe that caring for those people who haunt us and ameliorating the 

violence they have suffered, the violence in which they are implicating us, necessarily means 

attending to their emotional needs. When someone confronts you with a ghostly presence or 

premonition, when something that was hidden suddenly comes into view, “don’t banish it, or kill 

it, or reduce it to something you can already manage” (Gordon, 1997, p. 205-206). Instead, learn 

to sit with this person and attend to their feelings of loss, the loss of a past of which they have 
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been violently robbed by the settler-colonial carceral state (Gordon, 1997). We must learn to 

appreciate the people who haunt us, not necessarily as others, enemies, or inconveniences, but as 

people who, in their experiences of violent dispossession, possess the emotional and embodied 

knowledge to build a more equitable and just world. 
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Appendix A: Stories 
	
Below are the stories shared with me by people with prison experiences in Kingston I was unable 
to incorporate into the main body of the thesis (see Chapter 4). While these stories are not 
included in the main body of the thesis, each person I spoke with has unique experiences that 
should be carefully considered in broader discussions of the politics of reintegration in Kingston. 
I have included these stories here for such a purpose. I would like to say, once again, that my 
biggest regret of this thesis project has been that I was unable to include everyone’s stories into 
the thesis, giving each narrative the analytical time and space that they deserve.  
 
‘I was so worried cause I would fail’  

Henry and I had our interview downtown on the lawn of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian 
Church on Clergy Street. I sat on one of the park benches across from Henry, who faced me in 
his wheelchair. It was a busy summer day in the downtown core of the city. We watched kids 
play with kites, we were startled by the sounds of motorcycles rumbling by, and we even 
commented on our choices of summer footwear (both Henry and I prefer good quality running 
shoes in the summer). 

Henry exuded joy. He had a wide smile and a high-pitched laugh. After spending almost 
two decades in prison for a crime for which has since been pardoned, Henry was most excited 
about being able to experience the small, everyday things in life that he missed while he was 
inside, like eating ice cream, getting a good deal on a second-hand ceiling fan, or meeting new 
people.  

“Well, it’s obviously been beautiful to have my freedom first of all, okay,” he said, “but 
it’s been overwhelming at times and very stressful.” A large part of the stress Henry felt was 
because of an accident he had been in a year into his prison sentence. 

“I was in an accident in a sheriff’s van that put me in a wheelchair. The van didn’t have 
any windows on it. It was just a van with wire mesh in the back. There was three of us in the 
back, and back then it was an old wooden seat that you sat on. All of a sudden, the truck gets 
smashed. I was wedged in between where the second security wall is, which is made out of steel, 
and then you have your doors, right? I was wedged in there. Back then, they didn’t have any seat 
belts.” 

Since then, Henry was able to access opiate medication for pain management from 
medical professionals in prison. However, when Henry was released after being pardoned, he 
was given a limited supply of his pain medication and, with no family doctor, there was no 
promise of a refill. After securing a bed at the shelter, Henry started a frenetic search for a stable 
supply of his medication: 

“But the most important thing after I had a roof over my head, I had to start going to each 
and every walk-in clinic. The first place I went was actually Vinnie’s. I wanted to find a place 
that could give me information, so I went there, and they said go to Street Health and they might 
be able to give me a better idea on who to see for opiate medication. Cause opiate medication is 
hard to get… I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed without it. It’s part of my life, you know? But I 
went to Street Health and they said, ‘we can’t help you here,’ cause they don’t want to prescribe 
people opiate medication, they want to get people off of opiate medication. And I said, ‘I can’t 
get off of it, I need it.’ And they understood what was going on and they sent me to Hotel Dieu… 
And it just so happened that the doctor I met there knew the doctor who I had got the 
prescription from in the prison… So, this doctor was nice enough to prescribe it for ten days and 
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I was very thankful. I’m tellin’ ya, I had tears in my eyes. I was so worried cause I would fail, 
right? So, after they prescribed that for me, I went from walk-in clinic to walk-in clinic.” 

To his great relief, Henry was finally able to find a doctor at one of the clinics who 
agreed to take him on as a patient and prescribe his medication. “My god, that doctor saved my 
life, literally.” For Henry, the implications of running out of his medication were life threatening. 

“I’m tellin’ ya, I was scared to death in my chair wheeling in the middle of the winter 
time without proper clothing trying to go to all these walk-in clinics that I didn’t even know 
where I was going.” 

“What was that like when you didn’t have your medication,” I asked. 
“I didn’t run out.” 
“Oh, you didn’t run out.” 
“No, thank god. But I was very worried, yes, because without it, I’d be bedridden and 

they’d kick me out of the shelter. Isn’t that great?” He chuckled a little. 
“Why would they kick you out of the shelter?” 
“Cause if you can’t get out of bed in the morning, you can’t stay at the shelter. You’re 

just supposed to be out of bed.” 
“You’re supposed to be up and finding a place to live and stuff.” 
“Ya. So, if I don’t have my medication, I’m not gonna be able to get out of bed. ‘Well, 

too bad, you’re out on the street.’” 
“And CSC wasn’t going to help you with any of that,” I asked. 
“Nobody,” Henry confirmed. 

 
‘It’s just gotten worse and worse’ 

Rooster and I crammed into a small kitchenette in one of the back rooms of a local 
service provider’s office. It was the only place in the office that offered a bit of privacy from the 
unrelenting busyness of poverty alleviation taking place elsewhere in the building. Almost 
immediately after sitting down, Rooster started telling me about the abscesses he had been 
dealing with since he was released from prison. 

“When my wisdom teeth started coming in,” Rooster explained, “they moved sideways 
underneath the gums, so they pushed all my straight teeth all into each other and they started 
cracking and breaking. So, they put a cap on. And when I went to see a dentist in prison, he 
drilled a hole in the cap and filled it. I said, ‘No, that was a cap, right?’ And he killed that tooth 
and then was taking fillings out and putting fillings in, changing from nickel fillings to some 
other kind of thing. All my teeth died after that.” 

“So, the abscesses are just a side effect of that then?” 
“Ya… And part of my ADHD is that I have to actually remember when I’m in the 

bathroom to brush my teeth or it just doesn’t get done. And with them being, you know, sore and 
dead and nerve endings being out where he didn’t fill the teeth all the way in with the new 
fillings, there’s big gaps in between the teeth and the new fillings. Just uh, I brush my teeth and 
the teeth are breaking. My gums will bleed all over the place. It’s just gotten worse and worse. 
Lately, I haven’t been able to brush at all. It’s just been… trying to spit out as much blood as I 
can. They’ve been bleeding pretty steadily for three weeks now, almost a month. I just heard 
about the emergency dental place up on Weller. I’m gonna try and wait until they stop actually 
bleeding before I go. I think I’m gonna have to get them all pulled out.” 

“Ya, ya,” I nodded, more out of a loss for words than anything else. 
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“Now that all the dead ones have broken down to the gum line, there’s so many spaces in 
between. Everything I eat, I can’t brush it all out anyway. I have to go through a lot of rinsing 
cause brushing is just…” Rooster’s voice trailed off. 

“Not really an option anymore,” I said, “ya.” 
“And the pain,” he continued, “it’s not like I can damage anything. My teeth are dead. 

Brushing them’s not gonna bring them back.” He laughed. “It’s a unique kind of pain… And for 
some reason the teeth don’t just wanna fall out on their own, they’d rather just break off under 
the gum line. Which, is fine too,” he said sarcastically, “cause every time I swallow or 
something, I end up cutting my tongue on this one.” He opened his mouth and pointed to one of 
his teeth.  

“Ow,” I cringed. 
“I recommend it,” he joked, “it’s fun.” 
“Alright,” I took up his joke, “I’ll try it out. I’ll let you know,” I said, managing to get a 

quiet cackle out of Rooster. 
 
‘Fitting in and not belonging’ 

“I’ve pretty much been steady in and out [of prison] since up until about fifteen years ago 
I guess. About fifteen years since I got out of the pen.” Rooster was fiddling with the pen I had 
given him to sign his letter of information and consent, throwing it up in the air, catching it, and 
twirling it as he talked. 

“What changed?” I asked. 
“I don’t know,” he looked thoughtful as he spoke, “I got tired of doing jail. And the next 

time they lock me up, they’re gonna look at locking me up forever til’ I’m dead, so… There’s 
that option. That would be just for smacking someone in the mouth. So, if they’re giving me the 
same option for slapping somebody as if I go apeshit, then I’d probably really go apeshit. But uh, 
I don’t know that I want to die in prison. I’ve already spent, about from the time I was twelve 
years old til’ I was forty, I’ve spent probably twenty-three, twenty-four years in prison.” 

Rooster paused for a moment. 
“I’m going to wrap this up real quick,” Rooster said, “reintegrating into society? I 

haven’t.” 
“You haven’t?” 
“Not even a fucking little. The reason I’m controlling my urges is because I’m tired of 

jail, especially nowadays… For somebody with ADHD and anxiety and panic and a brain that 
goes a thousand miles an hour and has a tendency to flip out at people instead of talking, lots of 
noise by ignorant snot faces in prison is not good.” 

“Ya, no kidding.” 
“If I get in trouble, I’ll be doing a long, long hefty sentence. Minimum fifteen. I’m fifty 

now, so I’ll probably end up just dying in there if I go back. So, knowing that, how much noise 
and punky pieces of shit am I gonna have to deal with when I get there? I’m gonna die in there 
anyway, I’m not gonna put up with some kids, cause I really don’t care if they beat me up or not. 
I’ll still smack you in the mouth if I think you’re not treating me right. I don’t treat people that 
way, I don’t expect you to treat me that way. People don’t seem to get that. They seem to like 
treating me like I’m insignificant. And it’s really hard to say, ‘Alright, I’ll just take that, thanks.’ 
They treat me like a piece of fucking dirt, and they don’t mind letting you know that you’re a 
piece of fucking dirt.” 
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“Mm.” I was about to ask Rooster for an example, but he had quickly started illustrating 
what he meant. 

“I was in seg one day and there was blood all over the fucking wall. And I said, ‘Can you 
guys give me something to clean this blood up?’ And they said, ‘Ya.’ One of them threw me a 
roll of toilet paper and said, ‘use the water in the sink.’ I was like, ‘Really? This is what I get for 
cleaning blood off the fucking wall? A cement wall?’” 

“Like, from someone else who had been there before you?” I asked. 
“Someone else, ya.” 
“And they didn’t clean it?” I was horrified, but the fact that no one had cleaned the blood, 

let alone that there was blood all over the wall, didn’t seem to phase Rooster more than the 
insufficient supplies they had given him to clean his own cell.  

“A roll of toilet paper and water from the sink to clean the cement wall with blood. Do 
you know what wet toilet paper does on a cement wall? It doesn’t do anything. It falls apart,” he 
said, laughing as he spoke. 

Trying to get back to what Rooster had said earlier, I then asked, “You said, um, you feel 
like you haven’t really reintegrated yet at all. Do you know what it would take for that to 
happen?” 

“I don’t know if it will,” he replied. 
“No? Is there anything someone could get-” Rooster cut me off, because I clearly wasn’t 

getting the point. 
“I’m doing what I do best: fitting in and not belonging. I have to fit in cause I don’t really 

have a choice this time. Doesn’t mean I have to like it or the people I’m with… But I make do. I 
do okay.” 
 
‘It’s become a multi-million dollar business’ 

Shanadora and I were still sitting on the wet metal patio furniture outside The Elm, 
although, at this point, we had mostly dried the chairs off by sitting on them. Shanadora, after 
getting out of the Prison for Women thirty years ago, was commenting on how ‘the system’ has 
changed since she was released. Being who she was, Shanadora was most concerned about 
women coming out of prison. 

“But really, what’s out here for the inmates? There’s nothing you know. There’s nothing. 
And the men have CORCAN,”Footnote she said. 

“So, it hasn’t changed at all from when you got out?” 
“It’s gotten worse,” Shanadora shook her head. “It’s gotten worse.” 
“In what ways has it gotten worse?” I asked. 
“It’s become a multi-million dollar business, the system. And they don’t care anymore, as 

long as they can fill it, they got jobs, they got turnover. So, it ain’t about the inmate anymore. It’s 
about how many people can we slough in here? That’s what it’s become, a human warehouse. 
There’s not many programs. I’ve always said, I don’t know why you don’t put the women out to 
make a livin’, to get used to the community, to know how to function in a community. But no, 
they don’t do that anymore. They did that in the early seventies when I was in the Prison for 
Women, they did do it. And you know what? I know the environment was totally different, the 
women were different.” 

She paused. 
“In what ways?” I asked. 
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“In all kinds of ways!” She threw her hands in the air. “They had dignity, self-respect, 
and money when they left. They were already set up when they went to the street. You see what 
I’m saying?” She paused to look at me. “Now, an inmate, all they’re given is a fuckin’ bus ticket 
and told to get on their way. That’s all they’re given. And they’re released to the community, 
whether it be a halfway house, or…” 

“Or just full parole,” I was nodding my head. I had heard this story before from others, 
like Cam and Pedro. 

“Ya, exactly. Exactly… And you’re so overwhelmed, you don’t know where to start. 
Like, what’s more important? A job? My sanity? A doctor? Like, where do I start… But, 
honestly, here’s the issue.” Shanadora shifted in her chair to better face me. “isn’t it kind of too 
late when a woman ends up in jail? Who’s failed her? Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

“Ya, absolutely.” 
“Ya, like most of the women I met in prison, the ones that were doin’ life, there wasn’t 

one woman that didn’t kill her partner. They were all in for life for killing their partners. And 
some of the cases I had a problem with, because if somebody’s cryin’ out and calling the police 
for two years cause she’s getting beat, and the woman can only take so much. So, she retaliates 
and accidentally kills him, or whatever, she does the fuckin’ time for it. That don’t make sense to 
me! There should’ve been some intervention there beforehand! The system is broken. It’s broken 
because they’re not saving any of these kids, or very few. So, something is obviously wrong with 
the system. But because it’s the system, it keeps repeating itself.” 

“It feeds on its own decay.” Shanadora had reminded me of something I’d read.  
“Ya, ya, in a big way,” she agreed. 

 
‘It goes to show you how much they’re really watching me’ 

Brandi, her caseworker, Jocelyn, and I met at Sipps, a cozy coffee shop across from the 
limestone-cobbled Market Square in downtown Kingston. Brandi requested that Jocelyn join us 
and made it clear that, without Jocelyn, Brandi wouldn’t have made it this far into her parole. 
Like Brandi, Jocelyn was also transgender, and was not only able to professionally advocate on 
Brandi’s behalf to different services around town, but also able to personally relate to Brandi’s 
experience and better support her emotionally through her transition. 

“Ya, Jocelyn was one of the first people I contacted when I got out,” Brandi said. “Her 
number is on my cell and we talk pretty much daily. I don’t know where she finds the time, 
cause she works at a lot of places. It’s knowing I have Jocelyn that I know I have the support I 
need… Cause even at the halfway house, they’re stepping on eggshells around me cause they 
don’t know what to do.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 
“I’m the first trans person there. So, they’re like, ‘We don’t know how to deal with this.’ 

And I was just actually told today, just to show how much they’re paying attention to it? Is that I 
was dressed, I was in jeans and a t-shirt the other day cause I was going out to apply for a job. 
And I wasn’t wearing my pink hat, I was wearing an auto parts hat, like an automotive hat? And 
then I came back and I went back out in the afternoon and I was wearing a skirt and a top and I 
was all dressed up. Well, my parole officer brought to my attention that, ‘Oh, in the morning, you 
were dressed down, but in the afternoon, you were dressed very feminine.’ I’m like, ‘Ya, I’m not 
going to apply for a job in a garage in a skirt.’ You dress for the job you’re applying for, not for 
something else.” 

“Just like everyone else,” I said. 
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“Right, ya. And my parole officer said, ‘Ya, that makes sense.’ She was just checking 
cause it was brought to her attention. But, it just goes to show you how much they’re really 
watching me. It’s like I have to, just cause I’m ‘feminine’ now, I have to be in women’s clothes 
and I have to put make-up on everyday. What, I’m not allowed to have an off day where I don’t 
wear make-up? I’m a smoker, so when I want to go out in the morning, what, before I go out for 
a smoke in the morning, I have to put my make-up on and my earrings and everything just to go 
out for a smoke?” 

“Like, the other day,” Brandi leaned forward in her chair, poised to tell another story, “I 
was wearing a sweater. And it was zipped up and everything, and then I come down in the 
afternoon… and my parole officer pointed out that my sweater was unzipped. And she said, ‘Oh, 
you’re all dressed up.’ And I was like, ‘This is what I’ve been wearing all day.’ And she’s like, 
‘That’s not what you were wearing this morning.’ And I was like, ‘Ya, when you saw me earlier, 
I was coming from the smoking area and my sweater was zipped up cause I had a coat on.’ I was 
like wow, just cause I’m a girl, but I’m not a girly-girl, like…” she threw her hands up in the air 
in frustration. 

“It’s like they have very specific expectations of what you should be,” I said. 
“Ya. ‘You better be dressed pretty feminine, but if you have a low-cut top, woah,’” Brandi 

agreed. 
“And if you’re not dressed feminine, you’re not who you say you are,” I paraphrased. 
“Ya. It’s almost as if they’re saying if you’re not feminine, you aren’t really a girl. Like, I 

had a lot of ex-girlfriends who used to like wearing my t-shirts… And just the same thing, I’m 
working at a body shop, I’m not gonna wear nail polish and make-up to work. And really, at the 
end of the day, it’s none of their business that I’m trans.” 
 
‘There was no plan’ 

“I did four years straight, most of them in the maximum security unit and I got out in 
2018 and came here, [to the halfway house].” 

This is Jamie. She’s in her early thirties. After growing up in Kingston, Jamie has spent 
most of her adult life in and out of prison, both at provincial and federal levels. Our interview 
took place three weeks after she had been released on parole for her current six-year federal 
sentence. Jamie was just laying out a timeline of her reintegration, or lack thereof, over the last 
year. 

“I had a full-time job landscaping, everything lined right up. So, from pretty much April 
to November, I did really good. I was on what’s called statutory release with residency. So, they 
make me come to the halfway house, because I’ve been violent in the past and they want to 
monitor me a little heavier in the community. Usually on your stat release, you just go home if 
you have a suitable place to go. And so, it takes a lot for someone like me to get that [residency 
condition] lifted, where the Parole Board says, ‘you know what? You can go home now cause 
you’re manageable in the community.’ And like, I did fucking everything. I worked full-time, I 
followed all the rules at the house. And they just wouldn’t let me go home.” 
 
Jamie explained that living in the halfway house was almost unmanageable for her. Not only was 
she always being watched and unable to make her own decisions, but there was also a lot of drug 
use happening under the noses of staff in the halfway house. As a recovering addict, Jamie just 
really wanted to be home with her family. “Like, communal living in a halfway house, this is not 
normal. I had more stability in a tent down in the bush than places like this,” she said. 
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“I ended up hurting my back, going on two years ago now, and I was dealing with the 
pain. And then one day, I was cleaning the eaves troughs at the shop and I was in a lot of pain. 
So, I got down and I went to get some Advil. And I took a swig of the vodka that was sitting on 
my mom’s counter. And when I came back to the halfway house, they said they smelled it and 
sent me to jail. After that, everything snowballed.” Jamie decided to fight her parole officer’s 
decision to send her back and appeal to the National Parole Board.  

“For the first time ever in twelve-plus-years of doing time, I went up in front of the parole 
board. I had never done that before cause I never cared. I never wanted parole. Like, I’d rather 
just stay until my time is over. But I said, ‘No, fuck this. That was fucked up what happened and 
I really tried this time.’ And like, I’m that type of person that’ll wear it, I’ll own it. Like, ya, I 
fucked up and you know what? I’ll suffer the consequences. I won’t make a big stink about it. It 
sucks, but you move forward. But I really fucking tried this time, and every time I got close to 
that end line, they pulled it a little bit farther back. And that does a lot to a person, especially in 
April, they’re telling you, ‘you’re getting out of here [the halfway house] in July.’ And then in 
July, they’re saying, ‘Oh my god, that would never happen, you’re getting out in September.’ 
And then September comes, and they’re like, ‘no.’ And by the time November comes, I’m like, 
‘fuck this!’ So, I went in front of the National Parole Board to have my suspension cancelled. 
And I fucking got it.” Jamie smiled and began to laugh with joy at her victory over the system. 
But the victory was short lived. 

“But there was no plan,” Jamie said, quickly becoming annoyed again. “I was granted my 
parole back and two days later, I was told I was getting on a train and coming back here, to the 
halfway house. I said, ‘You must be out of your fucking mind.’ Like, everything I just said, and 
everything I went through there? I asked for help and you’re gonna put me right back in the same 
situation? You guys are absolutely out of your fucking mind.” With no hope of getting the help 
that she needed, Jamie intentionally breached her conditions and was sent back to prison until a 
few weeks before our interview. 

“I’ve been out for just over three weeks now,” Jamie said. “I’m just getting confirmation 
that, perhaps, maybe, provided the paperwork can get done,” Jamie was rolling her eyes, no 
doubt repeating rhetoric she had heard from her parole officer, “I may be able to return to work 
on Tuesday. Which is great, thank you, awesome, but then it’s just constant. Like, if I wasn’t 
employed by my family, I don’t know how anyone on parole keeps a job. All I know is that I 
meet my parole officer once a week. It could be the next morning. It could be that morning! You 
know what I mean? If I’m employed and trying to do good, how do I call my employer and say, 
‘Oh, sorry, my parole officer just called, I can’t come to work,’ ‘Well, then don’t bother coming 
back, period. We don’t need to deal with this.’ You know?” 

“Ya,” I replied. 
“So, that’s the hard part, is coming out and they’re being, like they’re not being 

structured and stable, like parole and the halfway house and everything. Like, their lack of 
consideration for just the fact that they’re really messing with peoples’ lives… I feel like when 
my warrant expires and I don’t have decision makers and stuff, I can definitely be like a normal 
member of the community. I can participate in things where I don’t have to seek fucking 
approval three weeks prior. I can go see my niece and watch her play a soccer game. I can 
actually live. Where in places like this, there’s always a long drawn out process for you to do 
anything. Once CSC is out of my life, I can get some normality.” 
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‘I don’t know how to function properly in society’ 
“How does it feel to be out?” I asked Jamie. 
“Honestly? It’s a mix because I don’t really know how to function properly in society. 

Like, you put me in a maximum-security unit in a cage and I can workout, I can, like on my out 
time, I’m on the elliptical and my time is very well managed. There’s a lot of structure and 
stability in my day. And um…” her tone became apprehensive, “here, like, I don’t really know 
how to do that. I did it for a bit with the job and that was great, but long-term? I’ve never been 
stable here. So, it’s really hard. It’s conflicting, cause of course, who doesn’t want to be free?” 

“Do you feel like your prison experiences affect your everyday life?”  
“Ya, like, it’s weird now. I can go out and stuff, but my prison experience was like one,” 

Jamie moved forward a bit in her chair, “two,” a bit further, “three,” a bit further, “stop,” and she 
quickly returned to her original position, until her back had reached the backrest of the chair. 
“Like, it’s just very, like a fluid movement, like the wheel going around and you can step on the 
wheel and you just keep going. Whereas here, there’s so many… I don’t know how to do 
anything else, and I don’t know how to get on the wheel that goes on out here, like with all the 
other things that you’re capable of and stuff? Like to do? I just don’t really know. So, I think 
being locked in a maximum-security unit for the better part of four years, going on five, has 
really affected my everyday living in normal society.” 

“Could you give me a specific example of what you mean?” 
“I don’t like crowds of people,” Jamie quickly answered. “I feel like when I walk out this 

door, I’ve got fucking ‘criminal’ written across my face. Like, I go into a store to buy 
something…” Jamie’s voice began to break and I could see she was starting to cry, “I feel like 
I’m guilty. I feel like I have to hold my money or something to say like, ‘I’m not gonna rob you!’ 
Like, I feel like everybody knows… I don’t know how else to explain it.” Sobbing now, she said, 
“In there [prison], you ache to get up and do something productive and here, you don’t know 
where to start. It’s too much.” 

We took a break for a few seconds, and Jamie wiped her tears away with the sleeve of her 
oversized hoodie. Shifting the focus of our conversation a bit, I asked her, “What do you think 
could make that transition better?” 

“Um, well I don’t know what they could do. I think like, make the confinement starting 
on the inside, like people are like, ‘Well, you get your TV and stuff.’ So, what? You go sit in a 
fucking box this big for four years with your television and tell me how lucky you think you feel, 
or how it’s okay cause the TV’s playing in the background or whatever. Like, no, it’s fucking 
torture.” 

“Right,” I nodded. 
“So, I don’t know what they could do. I think, to begin with, the confinement in a 

maximum is not an okay thing anyways. You got to make it as much like society as possible. 
And if people can’t function there, like I couldn’t, instead of just locking them in the max as 
punishment, you need to find out why or what skills they’re lacking and gear programming to 
that instead of just having the broad spectrum of programming.” Realizing I probably didn’t 
know what she meant, Jamie explained. 

“Like, you go in and you have the Women Engagement Program, you have Women 
Moderate Intervention, um, WEP, WMIP, and WHIP. So, introductory, moderate, and then high-
intensity, okay?” I nodded. “But at the same time, when you look around the table at the 
program, you have somebody sitting there for murdering a child,” Jamie began pointing at the 
empty chairs around the table we were sitting at, as if we were in one of the support groups, “you 



	 176 

have somebody there for selling fentanyl, you have somebody there for committing fraud, you 
have somebody there for molestation or rape, and like, how am I getting any of my issues 
addressed? I don’t have the same issues as these people! I’m not saying I’m better or anything, 
but we all have different issues. So, when they [CSC] say they’ve brought in programs and stuff, 
it’s all a smoke screen. It’s like they’re saying, ‘Oh, we’re helping them in here, so if they don’t 
figure it out, it’s their fault,’ but they’re not addressing the issues at hand.” 
 
‘You’re nervous that you could have haphazardly done something that wasn’t condoned’ 

Dylan and I spoke quietly to each other in a meeting room next door to his caseworker’s 
office. It was late afternoon in November and the daylight was already starting to fade, giving the 
room a melancholy mood. Most of what Dylan had to say about his experiences matched the 
attitude of the increasingly dark room. His stress was palpable throughout our conversation. 

“While people help you with some things, there’s a lot of questions that you’re left to 
discover on your own. And then that makes you nervous because you’re like ‘should I be doing 
this?’” Dylan lived in a halfway house with a few others on parole and twenty-four hour staff 
supervision. Part of living in this particular halfway house involves signing in and out whenever 
you leave the house with the date, time, and where you’re going. Having to give this information 
made sense to Dylan, but he also found that the requirement to provide his whereabouts was a 
source of stress. “When you sign out, you tell them [the halfway house staff], ‘okay, I’m going 
here.’ And one guy will say, ‘If you’re going anywhere else, call us.’ And then the next guy will 
say, ‘Well, if you go anywhere else, just tell us when you come back.’ So, there’s two standards 
here, right? And then a lot of things aren’t explained to you very clearly and it causes stress, 
which causes a lot of depression, loss of hope, headaches, and staying put.” 

“Can you give an example?” I asked. 
“Well, when I went to No Frills to go grocery shopping, Canadian Tire is right next door 

there. So, I wanted to go to Canadian Tire to get an alarm clock. But because they had said, 
‘Well, if you go anywhere, you have to phone in,’ I came back all the way here after doing 
grocery shopping,” (Dylan didn’t have a phone yet), “and said, ‘Well, I want to go to Canadian 
Tire now,’ and the other guy said, ‘Well, you could’ve just went and then told us after.’ So, it’s 
conflicting.” Dylan let out a long, tired sigh. “So, emotionally… Ya, it’s devastating sometimes.” 

“To come back into the community, you mean?” 
“Well, because you don’t know what’s really required of you,” Dylan replied. 
“Right.” 
“I’m constantly at the door downstairs [where you sign in and out] saying, ‘Can I do this? 

Can I do that? Can I go-’ you know? Or asking where places are… You gotta ask over and over 
again just to get some information.” 

“And then people get frustrated with you cause you’re asking a lot, ya,” I chimed in. 
“Ya… Transparency is a big word in here. Especially here. Like uh, if I have any doubts 

about something I’ve done or something I’m not sure about, I have to right to the staff and say, 
‘hey, is this okay?’ You end up asking so many questions, which only causes more stress, you 
know? It makes you nervous that you could have haphazardly done something that wasn’t 
condoned. ‘Are we able to do that?’ Like, the first time I went over to get my groceries, I was 
like, I haven’t been in a Timmies, and it’s right there. I went in and got a coffee and thought, 
‘well, maybe I shouldn’t have done that.’ So, I asked if it was okay and they were like, ‘Oh, ya, 
just tell the guys when you come back.’ But then the other guy says differently downstairs, right? 
‘You should be telling us before you go.’ Even a little stop like that. So what’s the difference? 
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And that to me is like, that’s mental stress, cause you’re not so sure of who’s on and who might 
have a reaction to it. Cause all of those guys write reports and if they’re writing a bad report 
about you, and you go up for your parole hearing…” Dylan paused and looked up at me, “you 
know what I mean? It causes stress, and to hold that stress for that amount of time until you get 
out from underneath this, it’s not good.” 
 
‘I think they’re as lost as I am’ 

“I find that’s harmful, to me anyway, is, if you have nothing going on that day, what do 
you do? You just don’t go out into society,” Dylan explained. “I could go driving or whatever 
and go around in circles, but then you got to report everywhere you go, right? So, you just sit in 
your room. And you’re not allowed to associate with the other guys here.” 

“What?” I asked.  
Dylan explained to me that because everyone coming out of federal prison has a parole 

condition prohibiting contact or relationships with other people who have criminal records, 
residents in his halfway house weren’t even allowed to speak to each other. “And I’ve 
complained to my parole officer about this. So, more or less, when I’m sitting in my room, it’s 
like a really nice seg,” Dylan laughed. “You’re all alone staring at the wall… I spend a lot of my 
time writing or doing a little bit of artwork or whatever. But, it’s very lonely… And I don’t know 
many people, I still don’t, cause I can’t talk to the other guys, I can’t get any information or have 
a conversation with them,” Dylan’s tone was exasperated.  

“Can’t see what they’re doing, ya,” I nodded. 
“Cause I think they’re as lost as I am, you know? It can be downright depressing 

sometimes, cause it’s not a normal life… How can you develop any kind of relationship with 
anybody, you know?” 
 
‘I can’t find a doctor at all’ 

Eddie and I met on a beautiful, sunny day in June. “You sure picked a good day for it!” 
Eddie was smiling from ear to ear as he held the door open for me into the Wendy’s where we 
decided to have our interview. Eddie picked out a booth and I went up to the counter to get him 
some water. Eddie was just getting over a bad case of bronchitis and sometimes struggled to get 
through a sentence without coughing. Getting sick was a big deal for Eddie. He was about to 
enter his late-seventies and didn’t have a family doctor.  

“I can’t find a doctor at all,” he said. He had been going to see a doctor at a walk-in clinic 
on a semi-regular basis for his prescriptions, but not without difficulty. “He [the doctor] used to 
get angry with me when I walked in. He used to say, ‘You shouldn’t always be coming here, you 
need your doctor.’ I said, ‘I’m trying to get a doctor, I can’t get one.’ He’s a bit more relaxed 
now.” Eddie didn’t sound relaxed, though. “The hardest challenge for me is to find a family 
doctor. I just can’t get a doctor. I can’t find on at all… I’m still on a waiting list. I’ve tried 
walking into different doctors’ offices and said, ‘Can I be a new patient please?’” 

“So, you haven’t had a doctor for over a year?” 
“No, just the walk-in clinic,” Eddie nodded. “So, there’s been some things that have 

happened that I won’t go [to the clinic]. If I had a family doctor, I would go. Like, I have sciatica 
in my right leg and it comes and goes. With sciatica, you lay down sit down, stand up, it doesn’t 
matter, you can’t get in a position where the pain goes away. So, I’m not doing anything for that 
right now. I’ll wait, cause uh, touch wood, it’s been pretty good lately.” 
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‘It’s all related to risk’ 
“One of the pressures we have is uh, having a parole officer to report to,” Eddie 

explained to me. “She is very controlling. I have a lot of respect for her, but,” Eddie seemed 
cautious, “I might comment that she doesn’t really know me. So, I feel that I’m being 
categorized into a group of the type of other people that she might be dealing with and the reason 
for her strictness might be because it’s a blanket with the way she is with others.” 

Eddie coughed and took a sip of his water. “Like, I haven’t offended for over forty years. 
My offense is fifty years old now. To me, that should speak for something, but I guess the 
authorities feel that if you’ve done something once, you could or might do it again. So, it’s all 
related to risk. Although I’m down to I think one point three percent of a risk.” 

For a second, I thought I heard him wrong. “They actually calculate your risk like that?” I 
asked.  

“They do, ya, they do.” 
“Wow!” 
“When I got to less than two percent, I remember thinking, ‘Wow, this is great!’ And 

what that means is that one point three percent of men who have done a similar crime will 
reoffend,” Eddie said. 

“After so much time,” I nodded. 
“So, ninety-eight and a half percent of men where I’ve been don’t reoffend. So, that’s 

pretty positive.” Eddie smiled. “That’s even better than, well, lifers have the best, it’s called 
‘recidivism’, and lifers have the best recidivism rates. I mean, in their circumstances, something 
happened to them that’s not likely to ever happen again.” 
 
‘I had nightmares of police banging on the door’ 

At the very beginning of our interview, Eddie reached into his briefcase to pull out the 
Letter of Information and Consent Form that I sent him earlier. But, when he reached in his bag 
for the file, it wasn’t there. Eddie began to panic. “It was right here. I don’t know what 
happened. I’m sorry.” He began pulling everything out of his briefcase and onto the booth we 
were sitting in.  

“It’s okay,” I reassured him. “I have extra copies. We can sign another one together.” 
Eddie looked up at me, still seeming upset. “Oh, okay.” He began putting his things back 

in his bag. He sat down and said, “It’ll all come out in the wash, I guess.” 
… 

Later in the interview, I asked Eddie how he had felt moving from place to place in 
Kingston, if he had ever felt unsafe or uncomfortable because of his prison experiences. 

“That’s a good question,” Eddie replied. He was silent for a few moments, thinking on 
his side of the Wendy’s booth. “There’s a group called the ROPE Squad. They work for the 
parole office.” 

“The ROPE Squad?” I asked. 
“It stands for Repeat Offender Parole Enforcement. And they are the ROPE Squad. They 

are assigned, well, everybody who is on parole gets watched by the ROPE Squad at some point 
in their day-to-day living, whether they’re grocery shopping, going to church-” 

Shocked, I asked, “Do they tell you they’re watching you?” 
“No, you’re told it’ll happen, but they don’t say when, why, how.” 
“So, they just follow you?” The ROPE Squad sounded like something from a George 

Orwell novel to me.  
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“Ya. So, that’s a stress,” Eddie shrugged his shoulders. “Cause I’ve already been revoked 
twice… So, that was one of my big stresses. And I had trouble sleeping. I had nightmares of 
police banging on the door and grabbing me, saying ‘You’re going back to prison.’ Because, 
when you’re on parole, they can always put you back in prison for the two-thirds of the 
remaining time that’s left on your sentence. So, when I got out this last time, I still had two years 
left before my warrant expiry and geez, if I go back for another year… I just can’t do it.” 

The continual threat of being sent back to prison weighed heavily on Eddie. “They say 
stress is a silent killer, but obviously, I realized that you can feel stress, you know when you’re 
under stress,” Eddie laughed softly. “I was feeling a lot of stress. I could tell by my rapid 
heartbeat for example. I’d get dizzy spells, nightmares, not have a good sleep. Like, I was 
sleeping so well in prison. I’d go to bed and I’d sleep seven hours, eight hours, no problem. I was 
happy and healthy. When I got outside, my sleeping patterns changed dramatically, just knowing 
that you’re on parole. The best news I had was when my parole officer said, ‘Eddie, you don’t 
have to see me every week anymore, come see me twice a month.’” Eddie gasped. “Like, I felt so 
much relief even from just something like that.” 

“So, most of the stress came from trying to meet your conditions and meeting with your 
parole officer?”  

“Ya. Even carrying these conditions.” Eddie took out his wallet and pulled out a piece of 
paper with his parole conditions on it. He waved the paper in the air. “If I’m ever stopped and I 
don’t have these, I go to jail.” He folded the piece of paper back up and put it back in his wallet.  

“Really?” 
“When I saw my parole officer last week, she said, ‘Let me see the conditions and I’ll 

sign off.’ And I said, ‘Oh, I put them on the front seat of the car when I was grabbing the file out 
of my bag to review with you.’ She said, ‘That’s no excuse.’ And I said, ‘I’ll go get them, I’ll be 
one minute.’ And she said, ‘No, you won’t. You did not have your conditions on you. That’s 
strike one.’ And I said, ‘I’ll never do that again. I just put them on my car seat and I left it there, 
I’m sorry.’ I got so scared because that’s one of the reasons they can put you back in, not having 
your conditions on your person. So, believe me, when I get up in the morning, I ask, ‘where are 
they?’ and I make sure I have them.” Suddenly, Eddie’s panic-stricken expression when he 
couldn’t find the Letter of Information and Consent Form made terrible, gut-wrenching sense. 

“So, like that’s a stress,” Eddie continued. “And when you get older, your memory is not 
what it used to be. I find I’m writing more notes to myself, that helps. And putting things on the 
refrigerator with magnets.” 
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Appendix F: Recruitment Letter/Script to Service Providers 
	
Thank you for taking the time to tell users of your services about my study. I have compiled a 
participant inclusion criteria and short script to help inform your clients. 
 
1) Inclusion criteria 
Participants must live in Kingston, and have recently been released from a federal prison and 
have completed or are currently completing their reintegration into the Kingston community (i.e. 
coming out of prison to Kingtson). Participants do not need to be from Kingston, but I ask that 
participants be currently living in Kingston. Furthermore, I ask that participants be fluent in 
English. In order to gather as many different perspectives as possible, I ask that persons of all 
gender and sexual orientations, ethnicities, and family situations (with or without families, with 
or without children), etc. be considered as potential participants. Additionally, participants can be 
of any age, as long as they are 18 years or older. Please rely on your practical expertise to ensure 
the involvement of people who, after going over the Letter of Informed Consent, can agree to 
participate voluntarily, communicate effectively, and whose participation will not pose a risk to 
my safety or their own. 
 
Please use the following script when recruiting potential participants. I have provided you with a 
brochure that contains important information about my Master’s research project for you to 
review with potential participants. Please feel free to give these brochures to potential 
participants. If either you or any potential participants have any questions about this project, 
please do not hesitate to contact me at the email or phone number provided in the brochure. 
 
2) Script 
Sophie Lachapelle is a graduate student studying Health Promotion at Queen’s University. She 
would like to listen to what you have to say about your experiences about coming out of prison, 
what has been easy or hard, your health during this period of your life, and how your experiences 
make you feel. She would also like to know where you go to seek out and receive support for the 
challenging task of coming out of prison into the community. 
 
If you agree to meet with her, I can give you her contact information and you two can agree on a 
time, date, and place to meet. When you meet, you will talk for roughly an hour.  
In the unlikely event you withdraw from the interview in emotional discomfort or distress, 
Sophie will ask your permission to contact me to make sure you are okay.   
 
Sophie will use what you have to say, and the experiences of 10-15 other people who have 
incarceration experience and have recently reintegrated into Kingston, to write a report. This 
report will be made available to you. Sophie is excited to talk you, as your expertise can help 
make sure that prison and reintegration after prison are recognized as important parts of 
healthcare policy. You will also receive a twenty-dollar cash honorarium in appreciation of your 
time. If this sounds good to you, I can put you in contact with Sophie to set a time, date, and 
place to meet. 
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Appendix G: Recruitment Poster 
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Appendix H: Recruitment Brochure 
	

 

 



	 187 

Appendix I: Letter of Information/Consent Form 
	
 

 
 
	
	
	
Study Title: Exploring the transition from prison into the Kingston community 
 
Name of Student Researcher: Sophie Lachapelle, SKHS, Queen’s University 
Name of Supervisor: Dr. Samantha King, SKHS, Queen’s University 
 
This letter should provide you with all the details you need to help you make an informed 
decision about participating in this research study. Any questions that you have about this project 
should be answered before you sign this form. 
 
Why Have I Asked to Interview You? 
I’m interested in hearing about your experience with leaving prison and coming into the 
Kingston community. I would like to listen to what you might have to say about these 
experiences and what role prison has played, and continues to play, in your day-to-day life. This 
research will be a part of my Master’s thesis project, which is looking at the role of public health 
in the prison-to-community transition. 
 
What Will Be Your Role? 
I would like to talk with you for about an hour about your experiences coming into the Kingston 
community after being released from prison. We might talk about what you have found easy or 
hard, how it makes you feel, and the support you have had throughout this process. With your 
permission, I would like to audio record our conversation.  
 
Do I have your permission to audio record our interview? 
Yes:       No: 
 
What Will Be Done with This Information? 
What we talk about today, along with approximately 10-15 other people’s experiences, will 
inform my Master’s thesis report, and may be used in academic papers about the process of 
being released into Kingston and its impact on community health and wellbeing. I also plan on 
writing a report for community organizations. Both will be made it available to you.      
 
Your name will not be used at any point in the project. I will create another name that will be 
used for any excerpts of our discussion today in a final report. If you have an idea of what name 
you would like me to use, you can tell me.  
 
Do I have your permission to use quotes from our interview in my thesis and/or the report for 
community organizations? 

	

	

Letter	of	Information/Consent:	
Interviews	
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Yes:       No: 
 
All the information and data gathered for this project, including interview transcripts and audio 
recordings, will be kept on a password-protected computer at Queen’s University. This consent 
form, the only document that has your name on it, will be kept separate from other information 
gathered for the project and will be kept in a locked filing cabinet at Queen’s University. Only 
my supervisor, Dr. King, and myself will have access to this information. After the study is over, 
all hard copies of the material will be destroyed and an electronic copy will be stored for a period 
of five years in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies, and then archived at Queen’s 
University. 
 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal 
Your participation is completely voluntary. You can refuse to answer any question you do not 
feel comfortable with, take a break, or leave the study at any point during our discussion. If you 
choose to leave, all the information you have shared will be destroyed and not used further. 
 
Potential Benefits of Participating 
Potential benefits: There are no direct benefits to participating in this project. However your 
experiences will be an important and necessary contribution to health policy. 
 
Potential Risks of Participating  
Privacy and confidentiality: Your name and any identifying information will not be used. But, 
given the size of Kingston, and the close-knit nature of many community services, people might 
be able to tell that you participated.  
 
Social risk: Since it is possible that people might find out that you participated, this might mean 
that others in the community could come to learn more about you based on your experiences of 
reintegration in Kingston. Your relationships with these people could change because of this. 

Emotional risk: Our talk may deal with topics that may be difficult for you to speak about. 
Although the questions being asked were created to avoid triggering any negative memories, you 
may have an emotional response to some of the topics we talk about. In the unlikely event that 
you choose to end our discussion in emotional distress, I will contact the service provider who 
referred you to this study to make sure you are okay. 
 
Cost? 
There is no cost to participating in this project. You will receive a $20.00 cash honourarium as a 
small token of my appreciation of your time and valuable expertise. 
 
Transcript Review 
I would like the opportunity to review my transcript. 
Yes:       No: 
 
You have two options to review your transcript. One option is that I can give a typed copy of the 
interview to the service provider that referred you to this study in a sealed envelope. The service 
provider will then give you the envelope. The other option is to provide your address here and I 
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can mail the transcript to you. If you would like the second option better, please provide your 
address here: 

 

In the envelope will be another envelope with a stamp and my address at Queen’s University. 
After reviewing the transcript, you may use this envelope to mail the transcript to me. You will 
have two (2) weeks upon date of receipt of the transcript to get back to me with any changes. 
After that, you will not be able to make changes to our conversation or leave the study. 

Before you sign, please make sure you completely understand the following statements: 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and I can stop the interview at any time.  
 
I agree to have today’s discussion tape recorded. 
 
I understand that my participation will be kept anonymous, but that there is still a risk that 
people could find out that I participated and that I will be able to read a written copy of our talk 
to make sure my experience has been properly recorded. 
 
I acknowledge that I will receive a $20.00 cash honorarium for participating.		

By checking the box and signing below, I am confirming that I have read the Letter of 
Information/Consent and all my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. Please keep 
one copy of the Letter of Information/Consent for your records. 

Yes:   No: 
 
 
 
Participant's name (printed)        
 
 
Participant’s signature                                                        Date 
 
 
Researcher’s signature                                                        Date  
 
More Information?  
If you should have any questions or would like more information, please contact me by email at 
ceheprisonstudy@gmail.com or by phone at (613) 848-2258 or my supervisor, Dr. Samantha 
King, by email at kingsj@queensu.ca or by phone at (613) 533-6000 x74688. If you have any 
ethics concerns, please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-535-2988 
(Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside North 
America. Please note that GREB communicates in English only. 
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Appendix J: Semi-Structured Interview Guide 
	
Part A: Materials and setup: I will have a digital recorder, blank paper, writing utensils, a 
laminated map of Kingston and some dry erase markers.  
 
Part B: Introduction 
Lead in: I want to thank you all for taking time out of your day to come and share with me. Your 
experiences and expertise will be extremely helpful in learning more about how reintegration 
from the prison into the community takes place in Kingston.  
I would like to start our talk today by going over the Letter of Information/Consent. Feel free to 
stop me at anytime if you have any questions.  
 
Today I have a few specific questions I would like to ask you, but I also want to hear from you 
and about your experiences, so these topics will only serve as a guideline and feel free to talk 
about anything you think may be important for me to know. I also have a map of Kingston here, 
some blank paper, and some writing utensils that we can use to think about how and where some 
of these things happen.  
 
Part of what I would like to talk to you about is your health throughout your experience of 
coming into Kingston after prison. Health is more than not having a cold or the flu, going to the 
doctor, or eating fruits and vegetables, although those things can be important. Your health can 
be affected by a lot of different things around you, like your happiness or frustration about 
different things in your life like living conditions, how much money you have, family situations 
and support, how much stress you feel in everyday interactions, your sense of belonging, and so 
on. It can also be affected by your sense of worry, sadness, and connection to a higher power, or 
to the land and places around you – a sense of being or purpose in the universe. 
 
Does talking about this sound okay to you? Do you have any questions before we get started? 
Okay, I am going to start the recorder now. 
 
Part C: Questions 
I would like to start our discussion by getting to know a bit more about you.  

1. Would you be willing to tell me more about yourself? 
a. Where are you from? Where did you grow up? What was your life like before 

going to prison? 
b. Can you walk me through a typical day for you? 

2. Do you have any close friends or family who have been able to support you through the 
transition from prison into the Kingston community? 

In the next part of the interview, I would like to talk a bit more about what coming into Kingston 
was like when you were released from prison using the blank paper and map that I have brought 
with me.  

3. Could you tell me how you went about reintegrating into Kingston from prison? 
a. Where did you go first? Next? After that? 

(For each place, ask questions b-c) 
b. Why did you go there? 
c. What was your experience in that place like? 
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i. How did it make you feel? 
ii. Did you go back? 

iii. Did you interact with anyone there? What was that like? 
iv. Were there things about the space that you did or did not like? 
v. Did you have everything you needed to get there? 

4. What was it like to travel between these places? 
5. How long did this journey take you? 

a. Do you feel like you are fully reintegrated into the community? 
b. What would it take to make this happen for you? 

In the last part of the interview, I would like to know more about your health and wellbeing 
during the reintegration process. 

6. Going back through the map that you have created and thinking back to our discussion 
about what health is, could you tell me if or how these places, and your reintegration 
journey overall, have affected your health? 

a. Have you noticed a difference in your health, (physical, mental, spiritual, or 
emotional) from before reintegration to now? 

b. Did these places make you feel safe/unsafe? Good/bad? Sick/not sick? 
7. Was your health a significant concern for you when you were released from prison? Why 

or why not? 
8. On the occasion that you were concerned about your health (i.e. you had the flu, were 

injured, or needed medication, etc.) where did you go? 
a. Why did you go there? 
b. What was that experience like? 

9. Is there a service that you wish you had access to while you were reintegrating, but 
didn’t? 

10. Do you think that what you have experienced is specific to Kingston, or do you think 
other people coming out of prison to other cities have similar experiences? 

11. FOR THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN OUT OF PRISON FOR A PROLONGED 
PERIOD OF TIME (15 YEARS OR MORE): If you were to compare your re-entry 
experiences in Kingston to the experiences of people that you know who are being 
released in Kingston today (i.e. in terms of parole, quality of and access to services, 
housing, employment, health care, etc.), how would you describe any changes you see? 

a. Are the changes good or bad? Why? 
b. Is it easier or harder to re-enter Kingston from prison now? Why? 
c. Have these changes had an effect on the health and wellbeing of formerly 

incarcerated persons? Your health and wellbeing? The health and wellbeing of the 
city more broadly? 

12. If you had the opportunity to talk to someone who worked for the City of Kingston, what 
would you say to them about your experiences related to coming out of prison? 

a. Would you tell them to make something better? To create a new service?  
b. What would you want them to know about what it’s like to come out of prison 

into Kingston? 
c. Does health fit into this at all? 
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Part D: This brings us to the end of my questions. Is there anything you feel as though we have 
missed or you would like to add to the conversation that you think is important for me to know?  
 
Do you have any questions to ask me? 
 
I would like to thank you very much for sharing your story. I am going to turn off the recorder 
now.  
 
I am also hoping to talk to someone who has supported you through the transition from prison 
into Kingston. Is there anyone that you can think of who may be willing to speak with me about 
their experiences? How may I get in contact with them? Would you be okay with me using your 
name in my conversations with this person? 
 
It was a pleasure to meet and I will send your transcript to the address you provided on your 
letter of informed consent within the next week for you too look over. If I do not hear back from 
you within two weeks, I will assume you do not have any changes to make.  
 
If you have any other questions regarding the study, or about some of the things we talked about 
today, please do not hesitate to contact me by phone at (613) 533-6000 ext. 78423 or by email at 
ceheprisonstudy@gmail.com. This information also located on the informed consent sheet that I 
have provided you with. 
	

 


