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RESEARCH DESCRIPTION:  

The problem of miscarriages of justice in the form of wrongful convictions is a growing one in most 

western jurisdictions.  Furthermore, a number of factors have consistently emerged that have 

contributed to these types of errors of justice across jurisdictions, and across time.  They include 

mistaken eyewitness identification, false confessions, reliance on jailhouse informants, police and 

prosecutorial misconduct and problematic forensic sciences.  In Canada, over seventy wrongful 

conviction exonerations have proven that these types of errors regularly occur in this jurisdiction.  

What is less well known is the extent to which systems have evolved to address these errors.  An 

examination of historical cases, however, allows for interesting parallels to be made about how such 

errors arise, how they contribute to wrongful convictions and how the systems in place to address 

them were (and continue to be) ineffective.  This ongoing research project involves an examination of 

the alleged wrongful conviction and execution of Wilbert Coffin in Québec in 1956 and presents a 

legal, socio-political and historical analysis of what occurred at that time.  In order to understand what 

occurred it is necessary to situate the case within the political and historical context of the province of 

Québec in the 1950s, to provide an analysis of the factors that lead to this wrongful conviction, to 

ferret out the interplay of politics and criminal justice and to understand how the same errors 

continue to occur in modern day wrongful convictions. This type of analysis has never really been 

undertaken before, and in the Canadian context there is a great lacuna in the literature regarding 

research examining the political machinations that influence wrongful conviction cases.  While in any 

democracy, the judiciary and the executive are meant to be separate powers, however, there are 

clear instances in some cases where the lines are crossed. Data collection began in 2017 and is 

ongoing. 

KEY LEARNING ACTIVITIES: 

The qualitative methodology of this project involves collecting data through a number of sources, 

including: case file information, trial transcripts, appeal factums, media accounts of the murder, trial 

and execution, analysis of the commission of inquiry findings, and interviews with affected parties 

(family members, community members in Gaspé, PQ, legal professionals involved with the case and 

government officials).   Thus students in this directed research project will have a number of tasks to 

undertake related to this socio-historical analysis.   

 

 



 

 

 


