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Confessions — An exhibition about Prisoners and Ex-Offenders
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When thinking about prisoners and ex-offenders, we think of the crimes they
committed and the image of sinner immediately pops out. Even after they paid
the price for their acts, we continue a second round of judgement by reducing our
perception of them only as criminals rather than human beings who make mistakes,

like you and me.

While mistakes violating the laws are punished by imprisonment, there are wrong
deeds that do not violate the laws but we nevertheless regret, for they could be

equally if not more hurting, both morally and emotionally.

As an act of seeking a more humane look at ex-prisoners, ‘Confessions’ seeks an

accommodative rather than a judgemental view of those who have made mistakes.

Forgiveness (and this including forgiving oneself) helps the person doing the
forgiving let go of the burden of the past. It means we can respond to other people
as they are in the here and now and not burdening them with our preconceptions,
stereotypes and memories. None of us remain the same person over the passage of
time. It allows a focus on the freshness and lightness of the here and now reality we

actually live in.

A confession is a statement acknowledging wrong-doing common but not limited
to religious practices. It is an introspective act, frequently loaded with regrets, in which

one reflects on one’s past. Revealing one’s confession is an act of opening up.

We all have done something wrong, carrying regrets from the past, such as:
“Mom, | am sorry | didn’t spend enough time taking care of you.”

“When | was small | stole from my little brother’s wallet."”

We have collected anonymous statements of regrets from prisoners, ex-
prisoners, as well as the general public ranging from children to adults. These are
displayed at the exhibition along with letters and audio recordings, and 11 stories and
photos of rehabilitated ex-offenders from our book named “Prisoners”. Echoing the
statement of ‘He who is without sin can cast the first stone’(John 8:7), the exhibition
intends to seek the public’s understanding and acceptance of those who made

mistakes, thereby supporting the re-integration of ex-offenders into society.
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Once a Convict, Always a Criminal?

- EALEASBE T IREE
— Ho Hei-wah, director of Society for Community Organization (SoCO)
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The stories of legendary gangsters always appeal to the general public - Trivisa,
the recent box-office hit produced by celebrity director Johnnie To, is the latest in a
long line of popular triad movies. However, in reality, most people on the wrong side
of the law have only committed minor offences, serving time of less than a year. Yet,

their struggles as rehabilitated offenders are seldom told.

There was an incident a few years ago in the Legislative Council; legislator
Wong Yuk-man referred to fellow legislator Chim Pui-chung as a “damned prisoner”,
the latter retaliated by calling Wong a “damned triad member”. A few hours after
this farcical exchange, the legislators made peace with each other and apparently
resumed their friendship. Both men were unaware that as legislators they had
abused their power as opinion leaders and were guilty of stigmatizing over 300,000
rehabilitated offenders. Society also did not take the issue seriously and failed to

challenge these influential legislators.

Hong Kong, through the Rehabilitation of Offenders Ordinance, has a criminal
record renunciation scheme for minor offences. Yet, rehabilitated offenders still face
discrimination on many levels. For instance, companies still question job applicants
about a criminal history, and it is common practice for government contractors to
reject rehabilitated offenders applying for cleaning jobs or airport construction work.
The truth is that our current privacy legislation is lagging behind overseas jurisdictions
that protect the rights of rehabilitated offenders. Australia has enacted legislation to
prevent employers from discriminating against ex-offenders and the United Kingdom
expanded its renunciation scheme ten years ago to help rehabilitated offenders turn

over a new leaf.

SoCO has always cared about the basic rights of rehabilitated offenders and
prison inmates. We began services and research in 2003 and have proposed reform
of the rehabilitation programs conducted by the Correctional Services Department.
Our proposals include expanding training programs for offenders as well as providing
stronger housing, economic and employment support after prison. We have also
proposed that the government study factors that push offenders to breach the law
again. We are also concerned for inmates’ right to vote and the struggles of elderly

offenders.

Rehabilitated offenders are no different from us, but people are often harsh and
unforgiving when talking about ex-offenders — they are labelled “junkies” and told that
they have only themselves to blame. Prejudice never helps anyone. Look deep into
your heart and ask yourself: Are you willing to give these people a chance to turn over

a new leaf?
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Introduction to the Society for Community Organization (SoCO)
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SoCO is a non-profit welfare organization which was set up in 1972. Its funding
comes from overseas churches, The Community Chest of Hong Kong and donations

from individuals.

For more than 40 years, we at SoCO have witnessed Hong Kong’s social and
economic transformation. Every day in our work, we witness the hardships faced by
the poorest members of our community. These are people who have worked quietly
over the past decades and survived by living from hand to mouth. Despite their hard
work, they are unable to live with dignity or share the fruits of Hong Kong’s economic
development. Below the surface of prosperity lives a community that has become

invisible. In cramped and crowded cages and dilapidated private tenements, you can

find lonely, elderly people; residents in old public housing estates; new immigrants;
children living in poverty; street-sleepers; prisoners and ex-offenders; people who
have recovered from mental iliness; low-paid workers; and ordinary people whose

voices are not heard. They have long been the target community of our services.

We firmly believe that everyone should have the same rights. We are also
convinced that an equal chance of development and a system which reasonably
allocates social resources is the basis for protecting citizens’ rights. For many years,
we have assisted people at the grassroots level through community organization and

social action to fight for policy change and decent living standards.

Behind our work lies a simple belief: to establish a society in which human dignity

IS respected and social justice is upheld.
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contributed with their photos, stories or confessions for our book and exhibition.
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