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1

Offending as a Social Phenomenon

Of all our perspectives on how we think about offenders, most
center on two ways of seeing offenders:

That they offend because of internal causes or desires

Or that offenders do what they do because of an external system
that perpetuates and invites them to offend

Offenders are generally seen as deviant, outcasts, and we treat
them this way

Notice the words we use to describe the most heinous:

Animals

Brutes

Sick

2

Not unlike minority groups, offenders become marginalized

They become second-class citizens, which can be seen in how we
treat them as a society

We confine them to keep them away from us

We go to great links to keep them under surveillance

They generally receive different resources and supports

We deny them opportunities

We label them so that we know what to do with them

The justice system in many ways is built upon an “us” versus “them”
perspective

3

Offenders: Getting in our way?

Historically, deviant members of society were cast out so that
production and reproduction could continue.

Evolutionarily, this created and “in group” and an “out of group”
experience.

Offenders threaten progress

Offenders challenge the status quo

We see in politics that anyone who promotes “getting tough on
criminals” seems to be seen as just and right

Different than in this context means less than

The bad ones

4

Functional Criminality

Being a criminal gives an offender a group to belong to

It serves a purpose and a project of the offender

Example: Gangs

The label “criminal” limits other possibilities

We could be “steering” youth by labeling and giving them
memberships into these marginalized groups

We must look at our role in all of this

5

Social Importance of Offenders

We need someone to take the focus

Each member of the system co-creates roles and
responsibilities

There would be no rules to break if there were not rules in the
first place

Think about the role of offenders in your community…

Would people lose jobs if there were no criminals?

6

Moving from objectification to inclusion

A movement has been proposed to make prisons more civil. It is
based on the following ideals:

Inmates are human beings also

Inmates can work together

Inmates should be allowed to personalize their cells

Coeducational prisons should be reconsidered

Blended rehabilitative programs
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