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Background 

This is a collection of three papers that were presented at the Trans-
forming Justice Conference at the University of Victoria in May 2025, 
written by incarcerated authors on the subject of justice. All three au-
thors wrote about the correctional system, each bringing a unique per-
spective on ways in which that system causes harm. As local confer-
ence organizers, we tried to make arrangements for the incarcerated 
authors to present their work in person so that they could engage with 
an academic audience about their ideas. Ultimately, our attempts were 
unsuccessful and we instead had volunteers from our organizing com-
mittee read the papers on the authors’ behalf. The papers included be-
low reflect audience engagement and feedback provided during this 
session.   

Everyone benefits when incarcerated people have opportunities to en-
gage intellectually in informal and formal learning communities (Fay-
ter, 2016; Finlay & Bates, 2018), but access to these opportunities in-
side prison are often difficult to obtain. Materials can be outdated, and 
community engagement and internet access are limited. Thus even the 
process of accessing research materials and getting feedback on arti-
cles can be complicated. Mail is controlled by the institution, and there 
are often restrictions on which kinds of reading materials can be sent 
in. Incarcerated people with access to a computer still need the ability 
to save their work in order to keep working on the same piece over 
more than one sitting. Sending it to someone to ask for feedback would 
either require some form of email or printer access, neither of which is 
guaranteed. So the very fact that the organizers were able to obtain 
these papers to present on the authors’ behalf should not be taken for 
granted. 

Ideally, the incarcerated authors would have attended the conference 
themselves. Our hope in trying to arrange this was to give them the 
opportunity to participate in academic life more directly and spend 
time with people with common interests. Temporary absences, both 
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escorted (ETAs) or unescorted (UTAs) are important ways that people 
can spend time outside the institution, including for professional de-
velopment and the building of support networks outside of prison. In 
line with the Federal Framework to Reduce Recidivism as one of the 
five pillars of this framework is the presence of a Positive Support Net-
work, and temporary absences are an effective tool in building com-
munity networks (Public Safety Canada, 2022). Yet, both ETAs and 
UTAs are underutilized nationwide, going unapproved for reasons  not 
always obvious to the people requesting them (Bernard, et al., 2019; 
Pollack, 2008).  

Why Incarcerated Voices? 

Marginalized people are often extremely knowledgeable about the sys-
tems that marginalize them. That lived expertise can  highlight gaps in 
the issues and questions investigated by researchers whose knowledge 
base is more academic and less experiential. Any understanding of the 
justice system is incomplete without understanding how that system 
impacts all kinds of people who engage with it, especially people who 
are incarcerated by that system.  

The authors of these pieces address several different kinds of structural 
issues with the correctional system. One raises a criticism of the ways 
that Correctional Services of Canada (CSC) treats incarcerated Indig-
enous people as a homogenous group, rather than as a diversity of in-
dividuals from unique nations, each with their own culture, language, 
and traditions. Another adds their own perspective on what it’s like to 
be an incarcerated Indigenous person, but raises more general issues 
about the extent to which the correctional system perpetuates colonial-
ism. These papers are of particular importance as the number of incar-
cerated individuals continues to increase. The 2017-2018 Annual Re-
port of the Office of the Correctional Investigator (OCI) indicated that 
there was a 20 per cent increase in the incarceration rate of Indigenous 
people between 2008-2009 to 2017-2018. In 2023-2024, Indigenous 
people accounted for one third of the inmate population (OCI, 2024; 
Zinger, 2023) while making up roughly five per cent of the overall 
population in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2023). These statistics are 
even more dire when it comes to Indigenous women – half of the 
women who are incarcerated are Indigenous (Zinger, 2023). The most 
recent OCI report (2024) indicates that outcomes for Indigenous peo-
ple who are incarcerated continue to worsen, despite the Supreme 
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Court of Canada decision that recognized the danger that Correctional 
Service Canada’s use of risk assessment tools pose to Indigenous peo-
ple behind bars. The accounts provided here demonstrate the impacts 
of colonial practices on an individual level and in the day-to-day prac-
tices in prison and are particularly troublesome in the so-called age of 
Truth and Reconciliation.  

The last of the three papers addresses a different structural problem 
with CSC, namely misogyny. It also considers the ways that patriarchy 
and its attendant violence – in this case, through a “boys club” – are 
reproduced within the system. This author highlights how systemic is-
sues are enacted in everyday practices and are indiscriminate with re-
gards to who is enlisted in the project of reproducing gendered oppres-
sion and violence. This paper makes it clear that all who are in contact 
with the prison system – from those who are incarcerated, to their loved 
ones, those who volunteer, and correctional officers along with other 
administrators are harmed by misogynist practices.  

While the issues considered in these papers are by no means exhaus-
tive, they nevertheless illustrate the importance of ensuring that mar-
ginalized people are given ample opportunities to talk about the sys-
tems that affect their lives. Our relationship to institutions affects the 
types of flaws we notice within them and the extent to which we notice 
them. So it is crucial that incarcerated people be completely free to 
criticize the carceral system and given venues to do so, since they can 
speak about it with a kind of authority that cannot be gained without 
lived experience. We are happy to be able to facilitate the publication 
of these three pieces and hope that many more will follow. 
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The Cultural Uniformity Project:  
Criminal Rehabilitation and the Indigenous Peoples of Canada 

 
Daniel Johnson 

 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) Final Report Part 
1 opens with:  

For over a century, the central goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy 
were to eliminate Aboriginal governments; ignore Aboriginal 
rights; terminate the treaties; and, through a process of assimila-
tion, cause Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, 
social, cultural, religious, and racial entities in Canada. (TRC, 
2015, p. 1)  

Indian residential schools were formative in the implementation of 
these policies and Canadian Prisons have been called the “new resi-
dential schools” (Macdonald, 2016, para. 4, line 3-4). In federal peni-
tentiaries across the country, Correctional Service Canada (CSC) has 
implemented policies determining what is acceptable for an Indige-
nous person to practice culturally. These culturally homogenous views 
of indigeneity are a  

perpetuation of pan-Indigenous stereotypes, and [this] promotion 
of a generic version of indigeneity that could have been generated 
in Hollywood, is a symptom of genocidal, assimilative govern-
ment tactics of control that perpetuates the cyclical abuse, dehu-
manization, and precarity faced by Indigenous women in Canada. 
(McGuire & Murdoch, 2022, p. 541)  

While McGuire and Murdoch consider specifically Indigenous women 
who are incarcerated, CSC has endorsed this assimilative practice by 
standardizing Indigenous programs and “cultural-relevant” teachings 
throughout their institutions. CSC's culturally homogenizing policies 
continue the government’s efforts to assimilate Indigenous peoples by 
indoctrinating those are federally sentenced into the prescribed beliefs 
of acceptable Indigeneity. 

CSC chooses to ignore the cultural differences of Indigenous Peoples 
from across Canada and prefers to identify only three categories of In-
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digenous Peoples: First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. These three catego-
ries represent the recognized legal categories of Indigenous Peoples in 
Canada. CSC does not recognize the traditional, cultural, or spiritual 
differences between Indigenous Nations, including the Cree, Dene, 
Coast Salish, Haida, Oweekeno, or Micmaw, to name just a few. 
Whereas in fact:  

…differences between these communities and cultures can be as 
prominent and pronounced as the similarities between them. 
Despite their diverse identities and ways of life, popular media and 
Canadian institutions (including prisons) often caricature 
Indigenous peoples and cultures as if they are homogenous. 
(Tetrault, 2022, p.192)  

CSC adheres to a policy of exclusively recognizing an “[A]boriginal 
identity [that] is constructed wholesale, as a single, all-encompassing 
object in which traditional – and susceptibly stigmatised – identity 
markers of Aboriginal cultures (such as sweat lodges, medicine 
pouches, and sweet grass) occupy a sizable portion” (Martel & 
Brassard, 2026, p.345). CSC’s refusal to acknowledge culturally 
distinct nationhoods promotes a generic identity and prescribes 
pseudo-traditional practices that federally sentenced Indigenous 
people must submit to receive any support for their rehabilitation, 
security reclassification, and release. 

Indigenized programs that are offered are based on stereotypical ex-
pectations of what’s Indigenous. These programs are particularly trou-
bling because they indoctrinate people who may not have had access 
to their own cultural teachings prior to being incarcerated (due to the 
intergenerational effects of Indian Residential Schools which stole 
children away from their families and cultures). Even CSC's own staff 
have commented on the generic and assimilative nature of these pro-
grams: “The content pays lip service to pan-Indigenous concepts, 
glosses over them quickly, checks a box that they covered Indigenous 
teachings in some way, and you move on” (qtd. in Zinger, 2023, p.63). 
Despite these views within their own staff, CSC continues to require 
Indigenous offenders to participate in their self-proclaimed “culturally 
relevant” programs in order to receive support for their rehabilitation, 
security reclassification, and release preparations. The penalty for re-
fusing to participate in assimilative Indigenous programs is having 
support options denied and the ability to transfer to a lower security 



Voices From Inside – The Cultural Uniformity Project

 
institution hindered, which is required in order to be transferred to a 
Healing Lodge. Ewert (2022), who has lived experience within correc-
tions, sums up the issue clearly:  

The premise that the traditions and culture of Canada’s First Peo-
ples are a CSC ‘program’ in any given penitentiary is colonialism. 
It places CSC in the position of final authority to decide what will 
or will not be permitted with respect to otherwise authentic Indig-
enous culture and spiritual practices. (p.57) 

CSC's homogenous view of Indigenous cultures and their approval or 
denial of Indigenous spirituality  creates major roadblocks for Elders, 
who are supposed to be the spiritual and cultural “authority” over In-
digenous practices within correctional institutions. Instead, genuine 
culturally relevant ceremonies proposed by Elders are viewed as secu-
rity concerns. McGuire and Murdoch (2022) make the point that: 

[s]tate co-opted versions of ceremony position Indigenous people 
as relics of the past, pushing them towards tradition with little to 
no appreciation of the situated position of Indigeneity in modern 
day. This over-generalization of varied Indigenous cultures exac-
erbates societal misunderstanding and racism. (p.540) 

Requiring the practice of these generalized versions of Indigenous cul-
ture and spirituality will further isolate those who have suffered 
through Residential Schools, or are inter-generationally affected, from 
mainstream society as the realities of Indigeneity do not align with the 
fictionalized “culture” that is being perpetuated by CSC. With CSC 
placing themselves as the authority over cultural teachings and prac-
tices - which is a perpetuation of the government's assimilative actions 
to restrict ceremonies and spirituality- denies Indigenous nations the 
right to self-determination and representation in the healing of their 
members. 

The Office of the Correctional Investigator (OCI), who is the ombud-
sperson for federally sentenced people, directs that CSC must under-
stand that: “[f]irst and foremost, access to and participation in Indige-
nous culture and spirituality is not a program, privilege, or just another 
intervention” (Zinger, 2023, p.124). Steps must be taken to ensure that 
Indigenous Nations are represented and recognized within every Ca-
nadian penitentiary, and that the teachings and traditions of those Na-
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tions are respected and taught to those who wish to learn and embrace 
their heritage. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples (UNDRIP) Article 15 clearly outlines that “Indigenous 
peoples have the right to the dignity and diversity of their cultures, tra-
ditions, histories, and aspirations which shall be appropriately reflected 
in education and public information” (United Nations, 2007, p.14). Ac-
cess to culturally relevant information must be made available to all 
people interested in learning, whether they belong to a particular In-
digenous nation or are simply interested in learning about the history 
and teachings of Indigenous peoples. 

Incarcerated Indigenous people have suggested proposals, which align 
with UNDRIP Article 15, to the OCI who:  

heard ideas of how to diversify the cultural experiences of individ-
uals, with for example, the creation of a Visiting Elder Program. 
This initiative would bring in Elders with specializations in various 
medicines, ceremonies, who are keepers of history, family clans, 
political structures, or Great Laws. It would give individuals 
greater opportunities to interact with Elders from their respective 
Nations or linguistic groups. (Zinger, 2023, p.142)  

These initiatives would ensure that the cultural and spiritual differ-
ences of every Indigenous Nation had the opportunity to be heard and 
taught to those who are incarcerated. The practices would also be 
aligned with Article 34 of UNDRIP, which states, “Indigenous peoples 
have the right to promote, develop and maintain their institutional 
structures and their distinctive customs, spirituality, traditions, proce-
dures, [and] practices….” (p.24).  

Until incarcerated Indigenous peoples have access to relevant cultur-
ally specific teachings that are nation based rather than pan-Indige-
nous, true reconciliation is impossible. Instead, true reconciliation be-
gins with the recognition of Indigenous Nations, their diversity, and 
the implementation of Elder-led initiatives to reintroduce incarcerated 
Indigenous people to their stolen cultures. 
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Indigenous lived experience in Canada’s Federal Corrections 
 

Peter Fraser1 
 

The overrepresentation of incarcerated Indigenous peoples prove sys-
temic barriers are still active. The statistics: Out of 533 parole suspen-
sions in the pacific region, 287 of those suspensions were Indigenous... 
the temporary detention unit accepted 249 of the suspended cases, of 
those 131 were Indigenous! These are the statistics for the Pacific Re-
gion parole revocations for the fiscal year 2024-2025. It is known that 
overrepresentation is only getting worse... 

There are staff within Corrections that genuinely do want change. Sys-
temically, situationally, and obviously... countering the overrepresen-
tation of Indigenous peoples in prison won’t be solved simply. Michael 
Jackson (author of “Flawed Compass,” countering what the “Blue Rib-
bon report”) said it beautifully when he wrote that Indigenous people 
are a segment of society that is either “feared or reviled” as individuals 
that have been convicted of a crime. Gaining lasting support to effect 
change for people that society as a whole does not have a lot of com-
passion towards is not easy. Advocacy, whether self-advocating or 
benefitting from an educated advocator with experience and clout... 
has not eliminated the overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples in 
Canada’s corrections. That being said, how is this truth going to be 
faced and actions taken to achieve success? 

For Corrections, it would require a huge shift in evolving their risk 
assessment approach to the delivery of its programs. Balancing out the 
longstanding punitive attitude and using true social history considera-
tion, free from bias and partiality in decision making for interventions. 
The statistics on Indigenous incarceration here in BC was at 40.02% 
for 2024-2025 fiscal year. This is gross. Corrections representing that 
it honours Indigenous people on Truth and Reconciliation Day, the 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, and Indigenous 
Awareness Day... the numbers prove honouring us is falling short. Risk 
assessment alone is not the business of Corrections. Actively assisting 
and encouraging us to become law-abiding citizens by providing In-
digenous programs, and helping foster familial and pro-social commu-

 
1 The Native Brotherhood rep., March 10, 2025. 
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nity supports and maintenance of these supports (through visits, vol-
unteer opportunities, and Escorted Temporary Absences (ETA) pro-
grams). These are key to successful reintegration, but these areas are 
high in regarding us suspiciously and through a risk assessment lens. 
It is the dichotomy of realizing potential but being unable to stop using 
a security lens to limit that potential. Staff have to sign a Declaration 
to adhere to the Standards of Professional Conduct in Correctional Ser-
vice Of Canada. The Commissioner’s Introduction states that “The 
Correctional Service of Canada’s Mission, with its Core Values, Guid-
ing Principles and Strategic Objectives, Challenges staff to pursue a 
goal of excellence in corrections”. Corrections could easily be served 
with “breach of trust”. Once sworn in and signing this declaration, fail-
ure to conform to all policy or legislation knowingly, immediately 
qualify the person failing to conform, to be served with “breach of 
trust”. 

The Corrections Conditional Release Act is placed in my heart be-
side the Indian Act. When I came to the penitentiary close to 30 years 
ago, the rights of Indigenous peoples, access to Indigenous programs, 
and the possibility of Section 81 or 842 were not fully realized. We 
were still encountering a lot of blatant systemic racism. The values and 
principles of the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA) and 
the Corrections and Conditional Release Regulations (CCRR) and all 
of the legislation were as good as toilet paper. Claiming the delivery 
of a service, but failing in the aims and objectives, failing in applying 
the values and principles, and failing in professional standards of con-
duct. Failing to take corrective action when and where necessary. 

I admit that there has been progress towards accessing elder services, 
ceremony, and with finding the dead bodies of our children at Residen-
tial School sites, more awareness and appearance of support. But,  the 

 
2 Sections 81 and 84 of the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA) are intended to 
reduce the mass incarceration of Indigenous Peoples, acknowledge and address the unique needs 
and circumstances of Indigenous Peoples who are incarcerated, and facilitate community support 
and reintegration (Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2012; Office of Senator Kim Pate, n.d.). 
Section 81 allows Indigenous members to complete their sentences within an Indigenous com-
munity, under the care of an Indigenous organization like at a Healing Lodge. Section 84 allows 
for an Indigenous community to be involved in the planning and release of their members into 
the community. 
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Gladue ruling3 being applied properly, in all decisions that impact us 
as Indigenous peoples still falls short. There needs to be improvement 
when making decisions regarding Indigenous peoples who are incar-
cerated – applying principles in the decision making, not just mention-
ing social history. Ensuring that a less restrictive measure/choice is 
seen through to the end.  

“Actively assisting and encouraging offenders to become law-abiding 
citizens.” What are the barriers? Being unable to participate in pro-
grams that would get us out as quickly as possible, failing to prepare 
us for release as soon as possible. In programming, too much weight is 
given to core programming over ceremonial healing. And there are far 
too many instances of discouraging building meaningful relationships. 
Those coming into prison as a volunteer, visitor, and even providing 
cultural support are given direction to regard us suspiciously. Commu-
nity supports have instances where they receive unprofessional direc-
tion or interference in the maintenance of support. Volunteers are dis-
couraged to come into the prison because they are not processed or put 
into their scheduled timeslot at the front gate, which means they are 
not allowed to gain entry into the prison for scheduled times that were 
prearranged. 

As Indigenous people, we believe spirit comes first (over mental reli-
ance), then, all other aspects of personhood fall into place. We 
strengthen our spiritual connection to move us forward and build up-
wards to truly make individual growth successful. I mention this be-
cause we are hammered with a cognitive behavioural understanding 
and asked or in most cases, demanded to conform to a completely dif-
ferent approach to wellness (is this not colonialism 3.0?). As many 
truth and reconciliation days pass, missing and murdered Indigenous 
women/girls walks, conscious awareness events hosted by Corrections 
... the marginalized numbers still climb. The complex nature of spirit-
uality in a modern world shows many attachments to the conveniences 
of today. Healing is happening, but colonization is holding on for dear 
life. As laws go... our most sacred law is our children. The safety and 

 
3 The “Gladue” ruling refers to the requirement that judges consider what is now referred to as 
Gladue sentencing principles when an Indigenous person appears before the court (Ndegwa et 
al., 2023; O’Bonsawin, 2020). Information about an Indigenous person’s background that con-
siders their experiences with colonization including intergenerational trauma, racism, and dis-
crimination are provided to the court in a comprehensive Gladue report. The appropriateness of 
sentencing decisions is meant to be considered in light of these Gladue factors.  
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security of our children is our highest law. We were once children. We 
did not benefit from the safety and security of a healthy generation 
there to protect us from losing our identity... again. 

As an “offender,” if I was not showing insight into my crime cycle, I 
would be referred to more programs or not supported for release into 
the community or even supported to cascade to a lower security if in a 
higher security. The Corrections “crime cycle” is crime for gain, 
fraud/falsifying documents (in some case outright lying), and a high 
number of cases with racism strongly indicated and proven to be 
known by fellow guards and/or all staff.  

Most senior staff have seen all too many instances where illegal deci-
sions were made against an Indigenous individual that kept them in 
longer or made their time harder. The systemic barriers are actively 
being maintained: using Gladue, social history to increase security and 
place more restrictions to liberty (for example addiction, mental health, 
and violence history) in classifying Indigenous peoples and always us-
ing social history in increasing limitations to liberty; using social his-
tory in risk assessments as a way to impose stricter interventions and 
prevent access to equitable justice; using the court ruling meant  to 
guide decision makers of Indigenous peoples at the sentencing stage or 
if incarcerated, at the decision-making stage of applications or review 
to use the mitigating factors of extreme lived experience circumstances 
and not impose further harm by way of oppressive decision making 
against the liberty of the Indigenous person. 

Why walk for Truth and Reconciliation Day if it does not inspire taking 
action against the systemic barriers? I want to have hope. I want to try 
and build understanding and a starting point, and I want to feel safe in 
sharing my truth. But, cultural safety is a joke within Corrections. Hav-
ing confidence in being heard and understood, feeling honoured, re-
spected, and safe to share? Cultural safety is not possible with the sys-
temic barriers in place and fully active. At best we would receive more 
or less “confirmation bias” and fluctuating opportunities to possibly 
being heard once in a while.  

Building allies within Corrections? Working with Corrections is a 
challenging goal. The many Correctional Investigator annual reports, 
Senators’ reports, and other sources of research prove segments of 
CSC’s population are being treated unfairly. To then be presented as 
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having authority issues, or to “play the victim,” and failing to be ac-
countable and take responsibility is insulting. Self-advocating for treat-
ment that honours my worth does not mean that I fail to see my place 
in my individual growth. Countering the overrepresentation of my peo-
ple will take time. It is 2026 and racism and bias are just sneakier. It is 
not socially acceptable to be racist yet, it is still very much a problem. 
Being situation orientated in this means that despite my being well-
versed in CSC, government hypocrisy, and all levels of sub-culture on 
both sides of the fence I know that change can happen. 

It is the dichotomy of self-advocating in a toxic system. Focusing on 
solutions within a broken system. “CSC’s crime cycle”… is a beautiful 
choice of wording and way to relate to this subject. Showing no insight 
into their crime cycle. It is accurate. It has merit. It checks all the boxes 
for critical thinking. It can be seen as abrasive though. I have known a 
few amazing staff throughout the years. Men and women that were 
able to allow their values and principles stand true and they were har-
assed as con-lovers by other staff; meanwhile they just loved them-
selves enough to stay true to themselves. I have had some staff apolo-
gize to me in tears for the mistreatment they have had to witness re-
peatedly against me and my family. I cling to the humanity that I came 
into this world with. As Spock says “We do as we always do, in the 
impossible find hope.” Be the change as they say. 

Gaining equal access to my sovereign-right to liberty on the unceded 
lands of my ancestors... my crime was over 30 years ago. I have not 
been charged with anything in over 25 years! I am committed to living 
peacefully and finding peaceful resolutions to conflict. I am committed 
to being proactive in creating connections and building a better life for 
myself and my people. The sentencing judge in my case said that I was 
incorrigible: incapable of change. I was tempted to put a lien on all his 
assets, but I “changed” my mind. lol.  

I do not need to worry about the barrier-creators, the system is respon-
sible for its crime cycle. Victimhood is a win for them.  I must maintain 
focus on decolonizing my mind. Patriarchal mindset: conform. I 
choose to put effort into individual growth. Build relationships with 
like-minded people and show up. This is my rant for now. May the 
force be with you. Trekkies and Star Wars… live long and prosper. 
Love humanoids. 
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I have been measured, I have been weighed 

My ancestors agreed for me to be here, seeing all that lay before me 

All the good and all the challenges, I accepted this life 

Knowing that I must do my part, my part in carrying my name 

Into the front, ahead of vulnerable loved ones 

Into the front, alongside my loved ones 

I have been named, I have been preyed upon 

I run into life, I run into battle. 
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The Boys’ Club: Correctional Service of Canada 

Vox Incarceris (he/him/they) 

 

Author’s Preface: Why This Paper Was Written 

This paper was written out of necessity—not just academic, but moral. 
As someone incarcerated within the Correctional Service of Canada 
(CSC), I have witnessed firsthand how gender oppression is not merely 
present but deeply embedded in the institutional fabric. I have seen 
how misogyny is operationalized—not only through overt acts of har-
assment or cruelty, but through subtle, systemic mechanisms that re-
ward conformity to patriarchal norms and punish resistance. 

The catalyst for this work was bell hooks’ The Will to Change. Reading 
her words was not just enlightening—it was transformative. Her in-
sights into patriarchy and masculinity convicted me. They forced me 
to confront the ways in which I had internalized patriarchal thinking, 
and how that thinking shaped the environment around me. hooks gave 
me language for what I had long felt but could not articulate: that pa-
triarchy harms everyone—not just women, but men who are taught to 
suppress their humanity in the name of dominance. 

This paper is my response to that conviction. It is an attempt to name 
what I have seen; to analyze how gendered power operates within 
CSC, and to imagine what a more just and humane system could look 
like. It is not written from a place of authority, but from experience. I 
do not claim to know everything. I simply hold beliefs that I have come 
to through reflection, observation, and a commitment to justice. Some 
of these I have presented here for your consideration. 

Introduction 

“Gendered oppression ensures that many women have to navigate 
treacherous social territory if they want to advance at their jobs” 
(Emerick & Yap, 2024, p. 3). Within the CSC, this navigation is not a 
matter of isolated incidents or individual prejudice—it is a daily nego-
tiation with entrenched patriarchal norms, systemic misogyny, and in-
stitutional practices that reward conformity to male-dominated power 
structures while punishing resistance. 
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This paper argues that CSC’s workplace culture enables and sustains 
gender oppression as an operational strategy. Misogyny—both overt 
and internalized—functions here as a tool of control: silencing women 
who challenge the status quo, rewarding those who reinforce male au-
thority, and normalizing the cruel and degrading treatment of incarcer-
ated persons. These dynamics are not only perpetuated by men; women 
in positions of authority can also act as agents of patriarchy, con-
sciously or unconsciously reinforcing the very structures that limit 
their own advancement. 

For the purposes of this paper, gender oppression and misogyny are 
used interchangeably to describe a patriarchal context, though they 
manifest in distinct ways. Misogyny is often mischaracterized as sim-
ple hatred toward women by men. In reality, it can also be internalized 
by women—consciously or unconsciously—through adopting patriar-
chal beliefs, values, and attitudes. It need not be extreme; it can take 
the form of ingrained prejudice against women or the belief in male 
superiority. Within CSC, misogyny manifests in the control and pun-
ishment of women who resist, the rewarding of those who conform, 
and the silencing of those who speak out. 

Gender oppression occurs when women are treated as less than human, 
objectified, or subjected to sexual harassment or assault. It also occurs 
when women are relegated to roles that reinforce patriarchal norms, or 
when they are pressured to participate in the cruel and degrading treat-
ment of incarcerated persons. Individuals—regardless of gender—can 
act as agents of oppression by reinforcing or contributing to these 
structures (Emerick & Yap, p.  3). In CSC, women employees often 
face the impossible task of navigating a patriarchal workplace culture 
while being expected to comply with practices that perpetuate harm, 
as in the case of Ashley Smith.1 Misogynist violence in this context 
can range from verbal insults to physical intimidation or even death. 

 

 
1 Ashley Smith was a 19-year-old woman who died by suicide in segregation at Grand Valley 
Institution for Women in 2007. Correctional officers watched her tying a ligature around her neck 
for some time without intervening; when they eventually did enter her cell, she could not be 
revived. An Ontario Coroner’s Inquest deemed her death a homicide. During her incarceration, 
she was subject to many illegal punitive interventions by Corrections that very likely contributed 
to her deteriorating mental health (LeBlanc, Kilty, and Frigon 2015).  
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Mechanisms of Gender Oppression in CSC: Objectification of Vis-
itors and Volunteers 

At William Head Institution (WHI), a female visitor was told by a fe-
male correctional officer that her cleavage and close-fitting pants were 
“inappropriate.” This reduced the visitor to a sexualized object, under-
mining her dignity and depersonalizing her presence. If the same com-
ments had come from a male officer, they would clearly constitute sex-
ual harassment; the fact that they came from a woman does not dimin-
ish their impact. 

Similarly, a Social Programs Officer (SPO) at WHI was described by 
women visitors and volunteers as openly hostile, quarrelsome, and de-
meaning. She implied that staff and volunteers—particularly Indige-
nous Elders—were “too intimate” with prisoners, framing humane 
treatment as deviant. She manipulated volunteers into believing they 
could not write parole support letters, discouraged acts of prisoner ad-
vocacy, and demanded “blind obedience.” These behaviours rein-
forced a dominator model in which authority figures rule over those 
without power, sustaining the patriarchal culture of CSC. 

Nepotism and Intergenerational Patriarchy 

The same SPO reinforced patriarchal will within her own family: her 
husband was a Correctional Manager at WHI, and her son was an SPO 
recruit in training. This nepotistic arrangement consolidates authority 
within a family unit and ensures the intergenerational transmission of 
patriarchal norms, grooming the next generation to uphold the “Boys’ 
Club” culture. Patriarchal systems often reproduce themselves through 
family structures, where both maternal and paternal authority can so-
cialize sons into dominance-based masculinity (hooks, 2004). 

Cultural Policing and Intersectional Oppression 

In February 2024, WHI hosted an Ethnocultural Symposium open to 
the public. An Indo-Canadian woman scheduled to perform a tradi-
tional dance arrived wearing a sari — a garment deeply rooted in In-
dian cultural heritage. Her attire included a close-fitting, laced-up top 
over a blouse, with a midriff showing — a standard element of the 
traditional costume. WHI staff deemed her clothing “inappropriate,” 
sexualizing a cultural garment and enforcing Eurocentric standards of 
modesty. This act not only denied her equal participation but also ex-
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emplified how misogyny in CSC is racialized, reinforcing the rhetoric: 
your body, my choice. 

Psychological Terrorism and Resistance 

At Mountain Institution, a female correctional officer demonstrated 
that it is possible to uphold CSC’s mission while treating incarcerated 
persons with dignity and fairness. She exercised discretion guided by 
shared values, even in challenging situations. When a conflict arose 
between her and an inmate, she accepted the assistance of a prisoner 
unit representative to mediate — a rare act of trust that suggested a 
more egalitarian approach. 

Her male colleagues, however, viewed her conduct as a threat to the 
established order. They shamed her, claiming she was being manipu-
lated by prisoners, and socially isolated her. This is a form of psycho-
logical terrorism: using intimidation, ridicule, and exclusion to enforce 
conformity to patriarchal norms. By refusing to adopt the “us-ver-
sus-them” mentality, she challenged the gendered power structure — 
and paid the price in workplace alienation. 

Sexual Violence and Institutional Complicity 

On April 17, 2016, at Mountain Institution, an Indigenous female of-
ficer was sexually assaulted by a Caucasian male colleague, who thrust 
his dicer — a long, cylindrical metal tool — between her legs from 
behind (Johnson, 2017). She described feeling “humiliated,” “dam-
aged,” and “without dignity.” Prior to the assault, he had mocked her 
thyroid disease and dyslexia. 

When she sought help, her request for a shift change was denied. Col-
leagues defended the perpetrator’s “rights,” effectively shielding him 
from accountability. Sixty-two days later, an internal investigation 
confirmed prior harassment. The RCMP initially attempted to dismiss 
her complaint, later recommending charges, but the B.C. Prosecution 
Service declined to proceed, citing “public interest” and workplace dis-
cipline as sufficient. 

This sequence—involving CSC, the RCMP, and the B.C. Prosecution 
Service—demonstrates how institutional actors can close ranks to pro-
tect perpetrators and preserve the status quo. The invocation of “public 
interest immunity” functioned less as a safeguard for justice than as a 
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shield for patriarchal power, preventing a precedent that might have 
encouraged other victims to come forward. 

As bell hooks observes, patriarchy “insists that males are inherently 
dominating and endowed with the right to dominate and rule  through 
various forms of psychological terrorism and violence” (hooks, 2004, 
p. 18). This case exemplifies her point: male dominance was main-
tained not only through the act of sexual violence (hooks) but also 
through the institutional processes that followed, reinforcing a rape 
culture in which accountability is the exception, not the rule. 

Toward Feminist Masculinity and Partnership 

The patterns described throughout this paper reveal a workplace cul-
ture in CSC that is not merely flawed, but structurally patriarchal. This 
is not a matter of a few “bad actors” but of a system that rewards dom-
ination, punishes dissent, and reproduces itself through both policy and 
practice. 

Ending this cycle requires more than procedural reform. It demands a 
fundamental reimagining of masculinity and power in the workplace. 
The dominator model — which teaches men that their worth lies in 
control, authority, and the subordination of others (hooks) — must be 
replaced with a partnership model that fosters ethical sensibility, mu-
tual respect, and relational equality (hooks). 

Feminist masculinity offers a path forward. hooks (2004) talks about 
how reclaiming masculinity as a state of being, instead of a perfor-
mance allows men to define themselves by integrity, empathy, and ac-
countability instead of dominance. This requires men to listen to 
women’s experiences of rigid gender roles, even when those experi-
ences challenge their own behaviour, and to cultivate the emotional 
awareness that patriarchal culture suppresses. 

As Terrence Real observes in hooks (2004, p. 48), healthy self-esteem 
avoids both “better than” grandiosity and “less than” shame. Contempt 
and chronic shame drive men to hide from their own humanity, sever-
ing their capacity for connection (hooks, 2004, p. 48). Men who be-
lieve they benefit from patriarchy often fail to see that they are defend-
ing a culture that enables violence against women, sexual abuse of chil-
dren, and other forms of exploitation. 

The work ahead is twofold: 
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 Accountability: holding individuals and institutions responsi-

ble for perpetuating harm, regardless of gender or position. 

 Solidarity: building alliances between men and women to dis-
mantle patriarchal power structures and replace them with sys-
tems rooted in mutual growth and self-actualization. 

This is not a call for men to relinquish their humanity in the name of 
equality; it is a call for them to reclaim it. Only by rejecting the false 
security of dominance and embracing the vulnerability of partnership 
can we create workplaces — and societies — where dignity is not con-
ditional, and respect is not rationed. 
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