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Film as Rehabilitation: Reception Studies 

and Captive Audiences 

By 

Tara Jo Lenertz. 

In addition to its entertainment value, the media of film advances both affective and 

cognitive outcomes. As it constructs a window for educational prospects, cultural 

exposure, and artistic expression, film also creates a space for critical analysis where 

a viewer might combine these many elements to enrich their perspective on their 

communities, their environment, their surroundings, and ultimately themselves. By 

focusing this idea of filmic perception and reception onto the specific group of an 

incarcerated viewership, we can begin to understand film’s rehabilitative and 

autonomizing benefits for incarcerated individuals as well as the need for increased 

screenings in such institutional settings. When granted the opportunity, incarcerated 

individuals can become active viewers and interpreters while engaging with media 

during prison and jail exhibitions. Even after recognizing the various concerns and 

logistical aspects to consider surrounding the conditions for institutional screenings 

to occur, such as financial constraints, copyright considerations, technology or 

equipment access, and concerns regarding security and safety for incarcerated 

audiences, finding a solution to these obstacles is an imperative step toward 
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improving the quality of life for inmates and, ultimately, the punitive rehabilitation 

system. Increasing film screenings, or even implementing an educational film 

program as an option for incarcerated persons, could be the beginning of reshaping 

societal perception of inmates as well as institutions of incarceration. The 

consequences of cultural isolation are great, and if society wishes to tout jails and 

prisons as “rehabilitation” facilities, more needs to be done to support incarcerated 

individuals in ways that are actually rehabilitative. One way to encourage 

rehabilitation and autonomy is to provide opportunities for exposure to culturally 

relevant media in all its forms. Prisoners are citizens, and film offers a multitude of 

benefits, including information, recreation, education, and the opportunity to 

participate in the broader cultural conversation. 

Before exploring the rehabilitative qualities of film screenings in prison, it will be 

helpful to consider the philosophical infrastructure of correctional facilities. Doing 

so will reveal how physical and ideological subjugation can be alleviated through 

film’s ability to grant opportunities for escapism and self-reflexivity. In Discipline 

and Punish, Michel Foucault describes the socio-institutional power of prisons to 

dehumanize its subjects’ minds and bodies, detailing a prisoner’s soul as one “born 

out of methods of punishment, supervision and constraint,” further positing that this 

new, imprisoned soul is a “reference of a certain type of knowledge, the machinery 

by which the power relations give rise to a possible corpus of knowledge, and 

knowledge extends and reinforces the effects of this power” (29). Regardless of the 
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circumstances of their incarceration, the oppression exhibited by “correctional” 

facilities serves not to correct someone, but rather to transform them into an entirely 

new, obedient entity who reflects and reinforces the hegemonic structures in place 

both inside and outside prison walls. Foucault goes on to explain how the prisoner’s 

soul is thus “the effect and instrument of a political anatomy” and that “the soul is 

the prison of the body” (30). For an imprisoned individual to reclaim their identity, 

an identity which refuses to be constructed from the deliberate blueprints of a 

calculated political framework, they must find a way to escape ideologically to regain 

any semblance of self and autonomy. This psychological escape could also pave the 

way for a prisoner to find rehabilitation within their own personal contexts through 

acts of self-reflection and reevaluation of perceptions. 

One way to foster the conditions for such an escape would be to figuratively invert 

the panopticon and allow incarcerated persons to control the gaze, such as toward a 

film screen, society, and/or inward at themselves. While this will not completely 

relieve someone from overseer observation, it would create a structure which situates 

the prisoner into a system of power dynamics that frees them from the sole oppression 

of bottom-tier occupation. The model of the panopticon is useful in considering the 

power of the gaze because a correctional facilities’ specific architecture is meant to 

be oppressive simply through its design of constant, unrequited observation. Foucault 

describes the panopticon as conceptualized by social reformer and philosopher 

Jeremy Bentham: “By the effect of backlighting, one can observe from the tower, 
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standing out precisely against the light, the small captive shadows in the cells of the 

periphery. They are like so many cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor 

is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible” (200). While some modern 

prisons are no longer designed in this precise manner, the idea is still useful in 

considering structures of power and observation. Bentham employs a metaphor of 

the theater when describing the panopticon as a means to emphasize the type of 

voyeuristic scrutiny that comprises oppressive observation. Each cell, described as a 

theatre, can also be interpreted as an individual screen, or channel, in which a unique 

visual narrative is projected. Foucault notes how discipline is a power practice that 

“makes” individuals “both as objects and as instruments of its exercise” (170). One 

path in which a prisoner may seek refuge, or even break free, from the subjugating 

effects of this model is to turn their back on the observer and fix their own gaze on 

an object of their choosing, such as film. 

 By becoming an observer, the observed refuses to participate solely in the 

panopticon’s voyeuristic design. Indeed, there still exists a level of observation upon 

the incarcerated, but no longer are they relegated to a state of absolute powerlessness. 

With increased film screenings in prisons and jails, incarcerated persons can become 

observers in their own world while looking through the celluloid window of culture 

and knowledge into another frame of their own design, where they may make choices 

of interpretation. The popular model of institutional discipline situates prisoners as 

the actors and the guards as the audience, and the benefits of expanding screenings 
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in prisons provides prisoners with more opportunities for something to interrogate 

and to “look back” at. The film screen acts as a cultural window, permitting viewers 

to transcend the walls of their facility and see other parts of their community. Film 

offers captive audiences another method for rehabilitation and perhaps even the 

opportunity for self-reflection while experiencing the world around them, inside and 

outside of their captivity. If incarcerated persons are empowered to become the 

audience, observers instead of simply the observed, it could relieve the myopic 

scrutiny which may be preventing ideological escape, engagement in self-reflection, 

and rehabilitation. 

The introduction of media as a mode of recreation and inmate rehabilitation is not a 

new concept. Since the late 1800s, correctional institutions have made books 

available to prisoners, and written media eventually became so popular that many 

prisons established on-site libraries. In her article “A Portal to the Outside World: 

Motion Pictures in the Penitentiary,” Alison Griffiths outlines the history of film’s 

relationship with state institutions, beginning with the history of books and libraries. 

She notes that Sing Sing Prison in New York saw such remarkable results with 

prisoners connecting with written texts that administrators expanded library 

collections and increased the frequency in which prisoners were allowed to visit and 

check out materials.  

Termed as “bibliotherapy,” engagement with literature “provided ‘moral and 

intellectual reflection and distraction’ that was likened to medicine” (Griffiths 6). 
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Distraction seems to be the key takeaway that media can offer prisoners; escapism in 

the mind grants a level of agency and creates a new, ideological space to inhabit. 

Books in prison are still popular today as the belief in their rehabilitative qualities 

remains strong, so it is not a giant leap to posit that film also has the potential to 

benefit inmates psychologically and emotionally. 

A popular space for correctional institutions to hold film screenings, both in the past 

and present, is in the prison’s chapel. Griffiths explains how film offers prisoners a 

chance to channel the emotions of life outside of prison’s walls while in a 

“disciplinary space” like the chapel (10).  

Following this idea is the consideration that incarcerated individuals are not only 

creating a new space to inhabit and reflect upon their situation–they also bring with 

them the reality of their feelings, perhaps even things they felt before incarceration, 

causing this space to become a new reality forged from rehabilitation. Another way 

of thinking about the transformative space of the chapel is not how it is repurposed, 

but that it is repurposed at all. Griffiths discusses how, in the early 1900s, 

resignifying the chapel from a sacred space to a space of entertainment speaks to the 

larger importance of how physical and ideological space operates in prison. She 

writes, “Given that access to space was highly circumscribed and supervised, 

cinema’s ability to transcend the fixities of time and space onscreen might … 

[have brought] virtual freedom and a sense of escape for the duration of the picture” 

(9). By defining and redefining the few physical spaces available to them, inmates 
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can realize the possibilities of doing the same thing with their own psychological 

space, suggesting a move toward reflection and personal reform. In this way, film 

empowers incarcerated persons to reinvent the space of themselves by showing the 

possibility of how the spaces around them can be redefined. Another interesting 

aspect of transforming the chapel into a theater are the corresponding metaphors of 

change and growth. One in particular is that of reincarnation, which results from 

spending time alone in the dark and emerging reborn and cleansed. While total 

darkness will likely not be permitted at all institutional screenings, there is a sense of 

anonymity granted to viewers that occurs when the lights are turned off and darkness 

washes over the crowd. This sense of independence garnered by darkness would be 

increased for prisoners experiencing surveillance from prison guards and near-

constant lighting. Even though viewers are aware that they are not actually alone, 

there is some sense of autonomy to be gained in knowing everyone in the same space 

is also escaping in some form, waiting to emerge rejuvenated. 

Because audience experience and the effects of engagement with film are at the 

center of this theory and proposal for institutional change, it will be helpful to 

consider reception theory as an initial basis for understanding more specifically how 

increased film screenings can lead to rehabilitation. The first thing to think about 

concerning reception theory and film exhibition is how audiences “make meaning” 

out of the films they see. Of course, every individual will make meaning in a different 

way, but one helpful example comes from Albert Frederick Nussbaum, a notorious 
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fugitive from the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. Nussbaum was an advocate for film 

screenings in prison and contributed to film magazines throughout his imprisonment, 

often commenting on the rehabilitative benefits of exhibitions. In his article “Let Me 

Tell You About Prison Movies,” Nussbaum discusses movies that were particularly 

meaningful for him and his fellow inmates, such as The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, 

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, and Midnight Cowboy. He writes, “Motion pictures 

have always been better at conveying emotion than giving information…the good 

films, however, produced a subtle change in their audience…And the films made us 

think. They, as much as any other factor, forced us to reexamine old attitudes and 

preconceptions” (46). The film, the message, is decoded by the audience to make 

meaning. Constructed narratives and imitations of form are not themselves 

meaningful messages; instead, the manner in which a film is decoded reveals much 

about how an individual is affected, especially in the case of Nussbaum’s peers who 

were compelled to reevaluate their perceptions post-viewing. 

The field of reception studies can help illuminate how various factors might affect an 

incarcerated audience’s viewing experience. Stuart Hall’s discussion of media and 

positions of communication outlined in his essay “Encoding/Decoding” illuminates 

how different decoding and/or interpretive methods can lend insight in how people 

might interpret film from a perspective of rehabilitation, personal growth, and 

entertainment. While a portion of Hall’s encoding/decoding communication model 

focuses on the media apparatus’s motivations to produce and distribute a message 
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rather than to express one, the majority of the focus here will be on the latter–

decoding–to help us understand the various ways a message might be interpreted and 

affective. Because Hall suggests that the meaning of a text can be found between its 

source and its receiver, one might begin to look at not only the text, but the unique, 

interfering static of experience that affects the message into meaning. Every 

experience an individual experiences culminates to shape both their being and 

perspectives, and thus influences how they will interpret a message. The first position 

of decoding, or interpretation, is that of the dominant-hegemonic position, in which 

Hall describes a situation where “the viewer takes the connoted meaning from [a 

text]…full and straight, and decodes the message in terms of the reference code in 

which it has been encoded” (36). In this position, the receiver assumes how a text 

was intended to be read by the creator, so they respond by receiving the code as 

embedded in the text, therefore adopting what is deemed to be the “preferred 

meaning” sent by the encoder.  

This position is interesting to consider from the perspective of institutional 

screenings because imprisoned individuals are not always afforded a wide array of 

messages for which they may choose to engage, unlike other audiences who have 

endless options of media at their disposal. Additionally, for captive audiences, there 

exists many socio-political implications that coincide with interpretations born from 

the perspective of the dominant position within state institutions. Hall describes the 

considerations surrounding these readings, noting hegemonic influence: “We say 
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‘dominant’ because there exists a pattern of ‘preferred readings’…hav[ing] the 

institutional/political/ ideological order imprinted in them and have themselves 

become institutionalized. The domains of ‘preferred meanings’ have the whole social 

order embedded in them as a set of meanings, practices and beliefs” (34). Adhering 

to the notion of what precisely is a “preferred meaning” could be difficult when there 

exists little autonomy for which messages may be read and/or received. Furthermore, 

it may be more difficult for an individual to resist a perceived message while 

occupying a position which affords little power in the social order. 

A negotiated position of interpretation, on the other hand, contains more opportunity 

for resisting a “preferred meaning” in that the receiver recognizes the dominant 

definitions of the method but has more authority to modify the text’s code in a way 

that might mirror their own experiences and perspectives. Hall describes this 

position, emphasizing its blended qualities: 

Decoding within the negotiated version contains a mixture of adaptive and 

oppositional elements: it acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic 

definitions to make the grand significations (abstract), while, at a more 

restricted, situational (situated) level, it makes its own ground rules…It 

accords the privileged position to the dominant definitions of events while 

reserving the right to make a more negotiated application… (37) 

In the case of interpreting a film text from a captive audience’s standpoint, an 

incarcerated person may recognize dominant definitions of a message based on their 

situation of power within the correctional institution; however, the negotiated reading 

also permits such viewers to alter the prescribed interpretation of a message while 
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simultaneously recognizing this alteration as an active confrontation to the 

hegemonic structure in place. This adjustment to the dominant meaning can be seen 

as an act of rehabilitative resistance, wherein the receiver concedes to the hegemonic 

structure while also learning to operate under its supremacy with the most autonomy 

possible. Because this resistance is fueled by the interpretive tools of experience, it 

obliges the incarcerated viewer to, as Nussbaum articulates, “reexamine old attitudes 

and preconceptions,” which may potentially inspire personal growth and reform. 

The final position in Hall’s communication model is the oppositional stance, which 

also suggests that increased opportunities for interpreting media will result in 

expanded opportunities for rehabilitation through self-empowerment. This position 

likely carries the most rehabilitative possibilities due to its rejection of hegemonic 

structures in place that support the dominant meaning.  

Hall claims, “It is possible for a viewer perfectly to understand both the literal and 

the connotative inflection given by a discourse but to decode the message in a 

globally contrary way…[by] detotaliz[ing] the message in the preferred code in order 

to retotalize the message within some alternative framework of reference” (38). The 

alternative framework of reference here can be inferred as an individual’s 

experiences and perceptions, and retotalizing the message involves drawing on that 

personal knowledge to foster a new, sovereign self. An incarcerated person’s social 

situation positions them nearly opposite in relation to the dominant code, so it is 

likely they would reject the dominant reading to search for their own meaning. 
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Therefore, the act of rehabilitation is naturally, almost invisibly, embedded within 

the process of synthesizing both the literal and the connotative with personal 

experience. Furthermore, recontextualizing and revaluating perspectives is a personal 

and ideological endeavor, and many would argue that rehabilitation and reform is 

most effective when instigated by the individual rather than forcefully imposed. 

Without conducting a survey or interview, it is impossible to assume what kind of 

position an inmate will take when decoding or interpreting a film; it is possible that 

all three positions are constantly at play depending on the text, the moment, or the 

emotional situation of an individual. Considering the emphasis on experience and the 

opportunity for entertainment, therapy, education, and reformation, any position 

could be beneficial as long as the message has an effect that translates as meaningful 

to the individual.  

Hall posits that a message can only have an effect if it is first rendered as meaningful 

during the decoding process, allowing it to then “influence, entertain, instruct or 

persuade, with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or 

behavioural consequences” (30). 

The consequences for making meaning are great for incarcerated citizens and their 

communities. Meaning is not fixed, even in the direst of places, and having the 

opportunity to culturally engage with the world beyond institutional walls is 

invaluable to making new meanings, and thus rehabilitating. Film screenings offer 

inmates a cultural window in which one can escape their current point of view, 
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authorizing them to climb through the window and gaze back onto themselves and 

their own environment. When reading a message or interpreting media, the audience 

becomes a unique source of the message, and their decoding position is entirely 

subjective. In this regard, captive audiences may become authors of their own 

existence.Prisoners are citizens. Too often society at large overlooks this simple fact, 

which may be the cause for lack of funding in increasing and diversifying 

rehabilitative opportunities for incarcerated persons. It is worth exploring how 

increased screenings and film classes/clubs can contribute to rehabilitation and 

increased autonomy for these populations. Using reception studies as the foundation 

for future research into this topic could prove useful for theoretical applications and, 

perhaps in the future, practical applications in the planning and implementation of 

more film programs in correctional institutions. Additionally, since the benefits of 

film media are as diverse and numerous as the viewers engaging with any assortment 

of films, it would be extremely insightful to conduct screenings where possible and 

survey incarcerated populations about their opinions regarding the efficacy of film 

as rehabilitative, educational, entertaining, etc., and/or the ability of film to foster 

social and cultural inclusion. Furthermore, from these initial increased screenings, 

much can be learned about how to better address logistical obstacles and 

administrative concerns surrounding film screening events. Just as the presence of 

books in correctional facilities grew to the benefit of incarcerated citizens, perhaps 

too can film. 
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