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Introduction: Towards Arts  
and Physical Activity as Mindful  
Alternative Rehabilitation
Wesley Crichlow and Janelle Joseph

The criminal justice system is replete with challenges to rehabili-
tation. Traditional responses to treating violence and aggression, 
including incarcerating offenders, are ineffective. This is particularly 
true when dealing with youth, for whom the intersections of low 
socio-economic status, mental health issues, and race can create 
a pressing crisis and high rates of reoffending. Increasingly puni-
tive strategies to reduce crime have not produced the desired results. 
Furthermore, there is minimally adequate research on which to base 
“what works” with offenders (Sherman et al., 1998). Many of the 
same problems that were endemic to prison life in the early 1970s –  
overcrowding; too much time spent in cells; gang rape; the cur-
tailment of movement, association, and contact with the outside 
world; lack of program capacity; the paucity of meaningful prison 
work or vocational skills training; and the polarization between 
inmates and custodial staff – continue to be features of contempo-
rary correctional practice.

Research by litigator and legal scholar Michelle Alexander (2010) 
on Black male imprisonment in the United States and the report by 
politicians Roy McMurty and Alvin Curling (2008) on youth crime 
in Canada clearly indicate that the current punishment-oriented 
practices and policies of the criminal justice system are racialized, 
costly, and ineffective at reducing recidivism. Similarly in the UK, 
Black and minority ethnic prisoners account for 21 per cent of the 
prison population (Berman & Dar, 2013), more than twice their 
representation in the general population. In the UK, covert, subtle, 
and institutional racism are rampant (Edgar, 2010). Rehabilitation 
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programs, therefore, should take into account age, race and gender 
dimensions.

Corrections institutions themselves are criminogenic environ- 
ments. They are characterized as violent and threatening places, 
making aggression an expected adaptation among incarcerated 
people. This, in combination with dominant understandings of 
gender performances, ensures that young men exit typical cor-
rectional programs with even more maladaptive behaviours than 
when they entered. Crichlow informs us that masculinities, weap-
onized and prisonized through state structural violence, are articu-
lated in narratives that originate with children born into spirals of 
poverty, child welfare systems, school neglect and abandonment, 
interpersonal violence, disenfranchised communities, discrimi-
nation, physical and sexual abuse, paramilitary policing, hyper-
incarceration, and everyday racism (Crichlow, 2014, p. 114). For 
decades, objective assessment of the research literature on tradi-
tional offender rehabilitation programs has demonstrated that 
these have little or no lasting impact on long-term criminal behav-
iour because of faulty implementation of a model of behaviour 
change in individuals and resistance to change from legal, politi-
cal, and social institutions (Bartol, 1980; Farabee, 2005; Cheliotis, 
2012). Alternative rehabilitation and early intervention strategies 
are long overdue in order for offenders to be helped and ultimately 
to reduce recidivism, generate healthy individuals, and ensure safe 
communities.

Studies on alternatives to incarceration programs (Cheliotis, 2012; 
Russell, 2006) have demonstrated that these approaches not only play 
an integral role in dispute resolution but also succeed in developing 
pro-social attitudes and improving mental, physical, and spiritual 
health for youth and adults in prison and community settings. There 
are several types of alternative rehabilitation programs currently 
in use in criminal justice and community settings with youth and 
adults. These include psychotherapy, sport, poetry, and art programs, 
for example, which give offenders an outlet for creative expression 
and therapy. However, there has been a lack of sustained discussion 
and critique of these programs. For example, basketball and football 
are increasingly used as interventions for Black youth offenders. Euro-
centric sports participation can be empowering; however, without 
a decolonizing mandate, these popular sporting forms can end up 
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serving as a means to assimilate, socialize, and socially control 
racial minorities and reinforce relations of socio-political, racial, 
and colonial dominance (Cavallo, 1981; Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011; 
Hartmann, 2001; Pitter & Andrews, 1997). The limited research on 
alternative programming in international settings is expanded with 
this text, Alternative Offender Rehabilitation and Social Justice, which 
investigates the mechanisms of alternative programming used to 
rehabilitate adults and youth.

A central theme throughout the chapters of this book is the use 
of mindfulness as a foundational tool of self-reflexivity in arts and 
physical engagement programming. Mindfulness is defined as the 
awareness that arises through purposefully and non-judgementally 
paying attention to the unfolding of experience moment by moment 
(Kabat Zin, 2003, p. 145; Dreyfus, 2011, p. 46). This strategy, based on 
ancient Hindu and Buddhist traditions that ask practitioners to live 
completely in the present moment, has been adapted in the West-
ern world as a form of stress relief termed “Mindfulness-Based Stress 
Reduction” (MBSR). Originally advocated by Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1979, 
mindfulness involves attending to experiences with the intention 
of cultivating non-reactive states of awareness. There is now over 
30 years of research into MBSR, and it is being used to alleviate the 
negative effects of stress, obsessive-compulsive disorder, anxiety, and 
drug addictions (Khoury et al., 2013, p. 76). Mindfulness has also 
been popularized over the last decade with more clinical, psycho-
logical, and sociological research showing its effectiveness in allow-
ing one to become aware of cognitive processes instead of reacting 
to thoughts in repetitive and detrimental patterns (Carlson, 2013, p. 
176). Therefore, its utility for alternative rehabilitation programs 
is obvious.

Desistance, rehabilitation, and reintegration programming that 
incorporates mindfulness-based activities teaches offenders to remain 
in contact with and relate differently to challenging affective or 
physical states, use alternatives to avoidant-based coping, recog-
nize underlying reasons for maladaptive behaviors, and identify and 
increase contact with natural contingencies (Bowen et al., 2014, p. 
548). The chapters of this book demonstrate that mindfulness-based 
activities help participants to understand themselves, discover how 
they “do gender,” and unlearn crime-prone behaviours and perfor-
mances such as hypermasculinity. Alternative Offender Rehabilitation 
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and Social Justice is also about everyday coping and survival for incar-
cerated or recently released individuals. MBSR allows them to not 
feel like they are tied to their past problems and shows them that 
they can change without being judged. Awareness in and of itself 
is liberating as well as encouraging for offenders who would like to 
change their lives and remove themselves from ongoing, recurring 
prison stays. MBSR can also help reduce the stress associated with the 
transitions back into society as well as prevent a relapse into criminal 
activity (Witkiewitz et al., 2014, p. 537). Stress reduction is key to 
improved health and behaviour.

Mindfulness has long been used in clinical psychology and is now 
being used in juvenile and women’s correctional facilities (Milani, 
Nikmanesh, & Farnam, 2013, p. 127; Witkiewitz et al., 2014, p. 540). 
Juveniles and women may be easier to approach with mindfulness 
techniques (including yoga) due to classic gender roles, social stereo-
types, and gendered prisons. From these populations, it has already 
been acknowledged that mindfulness reduces stress, aggression, and 
recidivism and also improves pro-social skills (Suarez et al., 2014, 
pp. 6-7). But what are the opportunities and challenges presented by 
MBSR programming with adult men? Social constructions of gender 
and gendered incarceration rates must be taken into account when 
thinking about how to rehabilitate. This book highlights how mind-
fulness programming must be gender sensitive and can play a part 
in breaking down traditional hypermasculine gender roles within 
prison culture and among youth in rehabilitative community 
programming – roles that are linked to criminal behaviour, drug 
abuse, and mental health disorders.

Throughout this book, the authors describe the significance of 
mindfulness in a wide range of arts and physical engagement program-
ming to enhance rehabilitation. Clements (2004) claims there is reason 
to believe prison adult education programs that focus narrowly on 
sets of basic cognitive skills are minimally effective in reducing recid-
ivism in comparison to those that also focus on arts and humanities. 
He argues that learning within the arts and humanities encourages 
autonomy, creativity, and self-discipline and that such study enables 
a personal transformation better aligned with contemporary con-
ceptions of rehabilitation (see also, Johnson, 2008; Leibmann, 1994; 
Witkiewitz et al., 2014; Omidi et al., 2013). Studies of physical 
culture in prisons also elucidate the importance of mindfulness and 


