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which aims to generate knowledge about Canada’s culture of punishment that informs and gives 
meaning to related penal policies and practices. For more information, please visit 
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PROJECT SUMMARY 

 
Cultural representations of criminal justice are widespread across mass media (Surette 2015) and beyond 
(Brown 2009). Increasingly, such depictions are found in portions of decommissioned and operational 
police stations, courthouses, and prisons that historical societies, companies, and governments have 
transformed into museums (Ross 2012). This use of penal infrastructure is crucial to examine because 
staff and visitors negotiate meanings of justice – a “contested concept” (Gallie 1956) – in these spaces. 
Like other cultural sites (Valverde 2013), penal history museums shape and are shaped by public 
understandings of, and state responses to, law-breaking. Extending our research on punishment 
memorialization (Walby & Piché 2015a), we propose to investigate how representations of justice are 
produced, communicated, and engaged with in Canadian police, courthouse, and prison museums. This 
study will provide insights on how penal heritage sites contribute to the reproduction and/or critique of 
punishment as a response to ‘crime’ in Canada.  
 
Penal tourism scholars (e.g. Welch 2015) tend to focus on punishment memorialization in prison 
museums. In our previous SSHRC project exploring narratives of confinement and punishment in 
Canadian prison museums, we found that most sites depict imprisonment as necessary to protect citizens 
and mete-out justice humanely (Chen et al. 2016). This endorsement of “establishment” narratives 
(Wilson 2008) in Canada is sometimes linked to the connections prison museums have with penal 
system actors and institutions that sustain their operations (e.g. funding, staff, relics) (Kleuskens et al. 
2016). Our results confirmed findings in penal tourism literature which suggests museum representations 
are “selective” (Modlin 2008) in a manner that tends to reinforce the legitimacy of punishment as a 
means of obtaining justice (Brown 2009). 
 
The focus on prison museums has left other developments in penal tourism such as the growing number 
of police (Chazkel 2012) and courthouse museums (Schein 2009) understudied. There is little in analysis 
of the meanings of penality found in the 55 police and 13 courthouse museums across Canada (Piché and 
Walby 2016a). This knowledge gap is notable as many policing heritage museums operate inside new 
police headquarters with the explicit aim of educating visitors about law enforcement transformations 
over time and its contemporary relevance. In contrast, most courthouse museums across Canada are not 
linked to current criminal justice agencies, but operate in decommissioned spaces that once delivered 
justice in the form of judicial rulings. Thus, our research will explore how connections with penal 
institutions or lack thereof shapes how museum staff question and/or endorse penality. 
 
Building on insights developed and methods used during our prison tourism study (i.e. semi-structured 
interviews with paid and unpaid staff, observations and field notes, photography, archival, document and 
web research), this project will explore how the dynamics of heritage site emergence, along with 
curation, tour guide and marketing work, inform penal meaning making, including among visitors in 
police and courthouse museums in Canada. Analyzing key themes, we will generate insights into how 
representations of justice circulate in and beyond these penal heritage museums and compare them to 
those observed in prison museums, a contribution yet to be made in penal tourism scholarship. Such 
work is crucial at a time when social movements are challenging the way policing, the judiciary, and 
imprisonment depict and target marginalized populations (Piché 2016), while pressing criminal justice 
reforms are being introduced and debated (e.g. Trudeau 2016).  


