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1. Prison as a limit-situation 

The experience of detention is described as extreme by those who have lived through it. In it we can recognize 

dehumanization, a despairing impossibility to recognize elements of humanity – in themselves and in others. 

Prison is one of the conditions that undoubtedly fit the definition of “limit-situations” proposed by Paulo 

Freire. Limit-situations however are not, according to Freire – who picked up on the thoughts of the Brazilian 

philosopher Vieira Pinto – “the unsurpassable border where possibilities terminate; they are not the border 

between being and nothingness but the border between being and being more” (Vieria Pinto, 1960 cited in 

Freire, 2011: 91).

Therefore, in limit-situations we meet dehumanization in its even more brutal forms, however these situations 

also mask the conditions for their surpassing towards humanizing. For this reason, according to Freire, limit-

situations need to be addressed with “limit-acts”. In fact, limit-situations:

…challenge people, affecting them through actions that Vieira Pinto called “limit-acts”, those that are directed 

to the overcoming and denial of a given situation, instead of leading to a docile and passive acceptance of it. 

This is why there are no “limit-situations” that generate a climate of hopelessness but the sense that people 

have of it in a given historical moment, as an imposed brake, as something they cannot overcome. As soon as 

critical perception begins, a climate of hope and confidence develops in the action itself which inspires people 

to engage in overcoming the “limit-situations”. This overcoming, which does not exist outside of people/world 

relations, can only be verified through people’s action on the concrete reality in which the “limit-situations” 

occur. Once these have been overcome, through the transformation of reality, they will arise again, which will 

lead to other “limit-acts” of humankind (Freire, 2011: 91).

In this same perspective, we can interpret certain actions performed in prison – creating a school, producing 

a magazine, meeting people from society, acting, learning a profession…– as limit-acts, that carry out and 

exacerbate the limit-situation they tackle. In this way the hidden contradictions are highlighted, to cause the 

need to develop a critical conscience in relation to reality.

In fact, these are acts where the conditions seem to make learning and change impossible. Yet it is from such 

acts that learning is born (new knowledge and ability, new ways of relating) along with profound changes: 

different visions of oneself and others, of one’s own past and way of living the present, of presumptions on the 
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world and personal convictions. If learning and change do occur, they basically translate into a development of 

awareness, which becomes critical in the face of certain situations. This means that individually, but especially 

with others, people begin to wonder about the causes of the situations they are living through and on the 

effects arising from them. The development of critical awareness consists in the subject opening up to the 

world, their interior one, that of others, and that of their own situation. This deeply transformational process 

also occurs in prison, albeit in the course of many difficulties and sufferings, uncertainties, steps backwards 

and insights that generate new energies.

2. Generative themes

The construction of knowledge, when it does not occur as a unidirectional transfer of knowledge or skill 

from those who know to those who do not know, is a process of developing awareness which the subject 

performs with reference to the world they live in. Subjects, in reading the world, identify the significant issues 

for themselves, ones that are relevant to their own lives. Here we find some of the fundamental principles 

of today’s adult education: the subjects learning from what they know and developing motivation from 

recognition of their concrete condition of life. Posing the relevant questions already constitutes an act of 

critical awareness and in turn creates the conditions for awareness to develop further. 

The questions are to be found in the words that people use to describe and narrate their own situation. 

Once again Paulo Freire defines these questions “generative themes”. They are themes in the sense of objects 

of possible knowledge and are “generative” in a double sense: on the one hand they constitute the deepest 

causes of the contradictions and the problematic situations present in that world, while on the other, they 

contain the possibility to generate processes to transform reality. They are, in fact, generators of other themes, 

as well as tasks constituted as limit-acts, for the purpose of changing limit-situations and thereby producing 

transformations in reality.

Generative themes, in Freire’s view, can be found in the existential condition of people of any given epoch. 

They must not be created but recognized and investigated. They are to be found in the “limit-situations”, i.e. 

in the concrete conditions of life – such as prison – where people meet the limit to their realization as human 

beings. 

Generative themes occur under a dialectical form; in fact, they express the tensions between different factors, 

express the contradictions of a specific social and historical context. The dialectic can also be present between 

elements that are not necessarily opposites, but which come under tension. For example, between security 

and freedom, between personal growth and the collective dimension, etc.

This article proposes a reflection on possible forms of rehabilitation in prison, starting from an analysis of 

secondary data, i.e. articles written by inmates and published in the magazine “Ristretti Orizzonti”, founded 

in 1997 at the Detention Centre of Padua, in search of those generative themes of change mentioned above. 

These are not merely concluding remarks, but considerations that arise in practice and from which we can 

draw hypotheses of research and development for the future on the transformative value of some of the 

educational activities offered inside prisons.

3. Analysis of an experience: the writing of “Ristretti Orizzonti”.

In Italy an enlightened Constitution assigns punishment a rehabilitative function (art. 27 Const.). This 

declaration should have followed a debate in which pedagogical science could contribute to the direction and 

sense of this exalted objective, but this has never been done, relinquishing its place for some time to other 

disciplines (Law, Sociology, Psychology) (Rapanà, 2006).
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The situation of our prisons was, and still is, the subject of attention on the part of Europe, because of the 

structural conditions in which the inmate population lives, and these conditions necessarily affect the 

possibility of an authentically educational intervention, if it is true, as Piero Bertolini has stated (the author with 

Letizia Caronia of a fundamental contribution on the themes of prison re-education), that “above a certain 

threshold, the material, affective and intellectual failings limit or annul all the effectiveness of any educational 

intervention.” (Bertolini & Caronia, 1993: 78).

In this situation, the voluntary sector has a crucial role in proposing and implementing interventions that fall 

among the so-called “treatment activities” and which are an integral part the courses to re-educate inmates. 

Among these we have chosen to analyse the experience of writing “Ristretti Orizzonti” [Narrow Horizons], a 

significant consolidated experience, which inmates have participated in for a long time. 

In prison jargon, the “narrow” are the inmates, whose existence is indeed restricted and limited, reduced by 

the deprivation of liberty and by everything this situation entails.

The name “Ristretti Orizzonti” refers to visions that are reduced and partial and that characterize the thinking 

of society in general and the prison itself as an institution on themes related to the sense of punishment and 

to justice.

The magazine “Ristretti Orizzonti”, whose publisher is the voluntary non-profit association Granello di Senape 

Padova, was created in 1997 in the Detention Centre of Padua by the desire of Ornella Favero, a journalist, 

with the aim of presenting “honest information” on the themes of punishment, justice, and prison, starting 

precisely from a place (a prison) rarely associated with the word “honest”, through daily work of encounters 

and searching interviews with inmates.

Over the last twenty years, “Ristretti Orizzonti” has been accredited nationally as a benchmark on prison 

information for sector experts, magistrates, and members of the Penitentiary Administration, who periodically 

participate in round tables with the editor inmates, the Association’s volunteers, and operatives.

There is not enough room here to look closely at all the activities promoted by the editors, however, we can 

briefly describe the three activities that we found in the writings of inmates published in “Ristretti Orizzonti” 

over the last 5 years, as the main driving force. 

The first is the editorial work which every day sees about twenty inmates, the director Ornella Favero and 

other volunteers, meeting and discussing in a real melting pot of ideas and a fundamental negotiating table. 

At the table the editing tasks are meticulously prepared, there are meetings with students and external 

people ( judges, academics, politicians, prison administrators, crime victims, writers, journalists, etc.); after 

the meetings a comparison is made of the effectiveness of the communication, on any issues still pending, or 

themes linked to prison, the death penalty and justice are discussed. 

The second key activity in the “Ristretti Orizzonti” experience is a project named “Prison enters the school. 

The schools enter the prison”, through which editorial staff inmates meet every year about 6,000 students in 

a comparison of their life experiences, on the “slipping” from deviant behaviour, often at a young age, to real 

offences. This comparison is based on a path to empower the inmate in relation to their own life experience, 

which offers students a testimony without resorting to excuses or justifications but simply by trying to retrace 

moments of “derailment” in their lives. 

The inmates make themselves available and perceive that what takes shape is a sort of silent pact: they 

undertake to tell stretches of their life in a sober, no-frills, and sincere way, and in turn the youngsters 

undertake to ignore the commonplaces and listen without prejudice, recognizing that they are in front of 

people and not, as a study day organized by the editorial staff in 2007 was called, “walking crimes”. 

The third is the path of social mediation that has involved offenders (editors) and persons who have suffered, 

directly or indirectly, from offences, including serious ones. 
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This is a fundamental, very difficult path for the editors; the mutual recognition of their common humanity. 

Just recently, Benedetta Tobagi, in a video posted on the site ristretti.org stated: “it was an indirect reparative 

experience of justice (...) [I met] some inmates, many inside for serious offences and I met them as the victim 

myself of a serious offence. This meeting marked by the greatest respect and the maximum sensitivity was an 

experience that enriched me deeply, even if it wasn’t easy. Without the Ristretti Orizzonti dimension, I don’t 

believe I would ever have addressed it nor would it have been possible.” 

Analyses of the texts has allowed us to track these activities as the most significant ones, but above all to 

recognize some generative themes, in the sense described above. 

Among the themes recognized are the pairs: “silence-word”, “labelled-recognition”, “inside-outside”, 

“empowerment-infantilization”, “adaptation-transformation”. 

Here we have chosen to look at the dialectic “silence-word”.

3.1 The “silence-word” generative theme

In reference to the existential condition of those who live in prison, among the various themes encountered, 

particular importance is assumed by the dialectic pair “silence-word”. The silence, concerning oneself and the 

world inhabited is a condition of suffering; on the other hand, the word is a constituent need of the human 

condition, impossible to totally repress. Silence is often due to an inability to access one’s inner world, in 

addition to that of the external reality, clearly narrow in the prison condition. Yet between silence, often 

predominant, and word, sometimes very rare, a tension is generated; the two elements are interrelated. The 

words are spoken, read, and listened to with difficulty. The silence is interrupted or suspended; it is filled with 

cracks and gaps. 

Certain limit-acts, as we consider the writing of a periodical in prison, cause dialectical tensions between 

silence and the spoken word, and lead to critical consequences, make things explicit. In this way, the 

generative “silence-word” theme is no longer submerged, unspeakable, but is brought to the surface, is an 

object of comparison, one that it is possible to question and act upon. This possibility enables the activation 

of processes of personal and collective change, in the specific sense of developing critical awareness, of a 

problematic relationship with the world and one’s own existential condition.

But how is it possible in prison to move from the “silence” as dumbness, as deprivation of self, as lack of 

recognition, to the “word” intended as the assumption of responsibility and a conscious definition of the self? 

In the editorial of the issue 6/2017 of “Ristretti Orizzonti”, which celebrated its twentieth anniversary, Ornella 

Favero identified certain keywords that mark the path of the editorial staff, among which “listening” has a 

special place. 

Listening: We thought when we started the project with the schools that the most important thing was to learn 

to communicate, and certainly being capable of good communication is a matter of no little account, but in 

reality, the students and inmates focus above all on their ability to LISTEN. Which cannot mean distracted 

listening since the issues at stake are too delicate: on the one hand, inmates “showcase” their life, the disasters, 

defeats, slips and falls, all proof that needs to be heard without comments and without distractions from 

other students. Apart from anything else, the students learn to listen to others, the “bad guy”, the enemy, but 

they also want to be heard, with their questions, the anxieties and fears of those who live in a society that is 

increasingly scared and nasty.

The passage from silence to the responsible word is possible, according to Favero, through listening, an action 

that allows people to recognize others as a subject worthy of attention. In committing an offence people do 

not recognize others and their humanity, cannot relate to others on their own. 

“Six years of meetings between victims and perpetrators of crimes have taught us to listen and to know 
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another’s suffering, or better other sufferings, since we have had several guests in these years and we have 

discovered that sufferings are always different kinds of pain. So, while they were trying to learn not to hate, we 

learned to listen to the pain of others. Thus discovering a humanity that is perhaps sometimes forgotten. And 

this listening to the pain of others, for me, but also for my companions and the people that I have met, has 

become a path of maturation.” (E. K., Ristretti Orizzonti, year 16, no. 4). 

This lady (a crime victim) told her story (…) for her the sentence was no longer important, 5 years, 10 years or 

life imprisonment, but the man was important (...) and perhaps this gave me a cue to begin from myself and led 

me to say: “But hang on, it’s not always the fault of others, perhaps it’s also my fault, perhaps it’s time I looked 

at my responsibilities.” (E. C., Ristretti Orizzonti, year 17, no. 3)

The inmates writing “Ristretti Orizzonti” have listened to both victims and students, who, with their questions, 

stimulate inmates to reflect on their own experience without indulging in excuses but assuming responsibility 

themselves. 

When instead detention is spent in isolation and suffering without confrontation with others, then there is no 

room for a path of awareness and rehabilitation. 

“And so, living alone, I became almost autistic because I was speaking to myself, I created my own world, my 

own joy, I came to the point that when I was doing interviews also people dear to me disturbed me, I wanted 

to immediately return and stay inside my cage, because I was the one who invented my world, I made balls of 

paper and there I was playing on the ground as if I were a billiard player. (…) In time, in creating my own world, 

I realized that I could no longer speak, I couldn’t talk anymore.” (B. C., Ristretti Orizzonti, year 17, no. 3)

“At the time I was angry, I felt anger towards those institutions that took me to a detention so full of conflict. 

Instead, when I arrived in this prison in Padua, with its school/prison project, starting from the questions that 

the guys asked me, I began to question everything I did, to understand that perhaps I was responsible, too, 

but how could this happen? Because I no longer underwent repressive punishment, I did some reflective 

punishment, I mean, they’re leading me to understand that perhaps many of the life choices I made in the past 

were not really the right ones, and what’s more, I realized that I no longer wanted to feel all the hatred I’d felt, 

even if still have a little, I can’t deny it, for the institutions, because I always find myself in prison. However, I’m 

not now giving all the blame exclusively to them, and I believe that in this way – and I’m not saying that I’ve 

become a saint – but I am a different man, this is thanks to a reflective punishment.” (L. R., Ristretti Orizzonti, 

year 17, no. 3).

From the living experience of the persons involved in this activity emerge interesting clues to construct 

situations that could promote a change in the direction of assuming responsibility and recognizing others: 

two elements that are fundamental to a path of rehabilitation in prison.
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Notes
1 Piergiorgio Reggio, lecturer in pedagogy of the life cycle, Education Science Faculty, Catholic University of the Sacred 
Heart of Brescia. Chair of the “Franco Demarchi” Foundation, Trento. Email: piergiorgio.reggio@unicatt.it

2 Francesca Rapanà, Research Fellow, Department of Human Sciences, University of Verona. Email: francesca.rapana@
gmail.com

3 In this regard, Freire commented: “…The “generative theme” concept is not some arbitrary creation, nor a working 
hypothesis that must be proven. If the “generative theme” was a hypothesis to be proved, research would not investigate 
its contents, but whether it exists…it seems to us that finding a generative theme, as a concrete fact, is achieved not only 
through our existential experience, but also through a critical reflection on the relationship of people vs. the world and 
people vs. people, implicit in the former.” (Freire, 2011: 88-89).

4 In 2016 the number of people from so-called “civil society” who ended up in prison was 15,959 units. http://www.ristretti.
it/commenti/2017/giugno/pdf6/volontariato.pdf (03/2018).
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