
OVERVIEW

Ithough women in prison comprise nearly 7% ot the L Sprison populatiorg their ,.r-i"r,
rapidly t^h",r thor" of their male coun.;;r,tlLil::" Tn'and 2000, the number of women in prison rose 10g%, from 44,065 to93'234. The male prison populatio'grew only 77%o durrngthat sametrme period.a By the end of 2006, nlz,+gs women -"r" b""hirrd bars,increasing 4.5%.rncontrast, the mare prison population increased 2.7o/o.:

^\'Iany of these women defy commonly held stereotypes ofprisoners asviolent and predatory males:

Women of color are overrepresented in the prison system:
A Bureau ofJustice study found that 35g of errery f fiO,OOO blackwomen, 152 of every 100,000 Latinas and,94of every'OO,OOO
white women were in prison. The overail incarceratior, ,ute-fo,
blackwomen was 3.g times the rate ofwhite women. Latinas were
1.60/o more likely than white women to be incarcerated.6

This overrepresentation is caused, in rarge part,byraciai profiling,
not by an increase in crime among low-income African Americans
and Latinos: policing policies h"rr! dirproportionately targeted
inner- city African-American and L atin o n eighb orh o o ar. tirirrri'
the past decade, manyporice departments have increased the
use of "stop and frisk', tactics, in which regular patrot o.qp;.i"t
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tactical officers stop and question those they perceive as acting

,*rfi.lo"try "nd 
oh"t p"i do*tt the person for weapons' These

tacii., often disproporiionately tareet people of color' An April

2005studybytheU.S.Departmentof-.[usticefoundthatAfrican
Americans and Latino, "'" 

th'et trmes as likeiy as whites to be

searched, arrested, threatened or subJued I'vith force when stopped

by the police.'

Class also impacts the likeliho'rl 
"iq1'rinq 

to priso-n: only 4oo/o

of all incarceiated \romen had'neer emplo,ved full-time before

incarceration. Of those, Inos: hac he^i 1ou -paying jobs: a study of

women under Supefl-l:irril !nSr-rir r:r'' parole or prgb{ion) found

that2l3had ne. e: hel; . '"i --'t ::r'1 xlore than $6'50 per hour'8

Approxrmatell- -1-:: e:;::cj 'est --:ar -iotlO Per month'e

Approrimatel-; l.l:: ::a j
beng ares:ei. '

,1 --: ----.---
Lr:_-,- -! 

-.- --:.. - - -:--'e

l- -j-.=:q:.-Lr!1! r !

':;:r :::.--n:rl ;:blic assistance before

::er GID -:::t-:-l school diPloma

At least 65.r re?or: ben: I;'ltr--he:) tt- --a-li:en 'rnder the age

of l8.t'

The majority of rvomen in pnson is :"'ri-r;te j .-rinonviolent

crimes, mostly properq' and 'lrug ofr-enses' I One study found that

substance ubor" pl.y.i a role * ih. in;a:;eralit-rn of 80% of people

in prison.la

Unlike ment substance abuse, \romen s subsiance abuse is often

tied into their past histories of trauma and abuse' (More than half

of the women in state prisons and loca1 jails report having been

physically and.f orsetually abused in the past)'': The Bureau of

jor,i." found that women \rere three trmes more likely than men

io h"rr" been physically or sexuail,v abused prior to incarceration'16

z)l
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Overview

..' In 7973, NewYork State passed the Rockeieller D:-_: - "-, ,

rvhich required a sentence of 15 years to lile ibr an',-o::. - - r.-,- -r: l
of selling two ounces or possessing four ounces oia na::: :-:
regardless of circumstances or prior history r- That r-ea:. .- ::,-,-

400 women were imprisoned in NewYork State. -{s oi_.[a::::-" -

2001, there were 3,133. Over 50% had been conric:: j ..: : j---*:
oft'ense and}O% were convicted solely of possessic.. ' t :. =. .:. -=,
passed similar laws, causing the number of womel i:r; : _ . _ , 

= 
:

nationwide for drug offenses to rise 888% from lgsc :- - :: -

Although crack and powder cocaine have the same actl\-e
ingredient, crack is marketed in less expensive quantities ax;. -:
lower-income communities. A five-gram sale of crack cocarne
mandates a five-year federal sentence. A 500-gram sale of porrie:
cocaine mandates the same sentence.2o

Prison scholars and activists have noted this dramatic increase, wririn;
books and organizing conferences and symposia to examine the causes.

conditions and consequences of female incarceration. However, ways u-l

which incarcerated women have individually and collectively challenged
these conditions have largely been omitted from the discourse.

This omission is not new. In the early 1970s, recognizing that prisoners
were one of the most marginahzed and voiceless populations in America,
activists expanded their interests to include those of prisoners and
their rights: new, critical analyses of prisons emerged, prisoners' rights
organizations and unions were created, and new communications
amongprisoners, academics and communityactivists were established.r,
Activist academics also brought university courses inside prisons,rl
However, the focus largely remained on men and their issues.

Women prisoners' voices and concerns were overlooked not only b1-

outside activists but also the politicized male inmates who benefited
from the developing prisoner rights movement. While male prisoners
gainedpolitical consciousness and enjoyed supportfrom outside grou: :
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and individuars, these.sarle groups and individuals ignored the femareprison population -it1 ,1"L."|rior* of a few -"r'r-k o-, politicarprisoners such as Angela Davis arri Assata Shakur.

Although femare incarceration has increased drastically during thepast few decades, prevarent ideas of prirorr"rr;;;;;;.scurine: 
theterm "prisoner",continues to conjure the image of a young, black manconvicted of violent crimes ,.r.h 

", 
rape or murder. poriticians seekingvotes and media,seeking sales play o1 this repres"rri"iro* whippingthe public into hystert"' ,o g"i iJugher or, .ri-" 

-"rra 
u,rrra moreprisons' obviously the public perception of the viorent brack marefelon overlooks the g.o;"g ,r'.r;;", of women imprisoned underthe various mandatoiy ,"r,tl.rl;; r"r", passed withi'n the past fewdecades'23 Because women do not"fit this stereot ype, thepublic, thepoliticians and the media often choose to overrook them rather thangrapple with the 

-seeming paradoxes inherent ir, -o*", prisoners,who, by virtue of f e-r1r".J.."."ii.;,1""" somehow defied the societarnonn of femininity.2a Such_ negrect leads to the d"i;i;;." of prisonissues as mascurine and mare-diminated, dismissing prison issues thatare distinctly feminine (e.g., the *"r.rq, of sanitaryhygiene products,the lack of medicar *t" .p!.,nltffi; *?T"n, especiatyprenatal care,and threats of sexuar abuse uy g"Jarjlnd thus any actionJ that womentake to address and overco-;;t;;;;""cerns.
Today there is a renewar of interest in prisons and prisoner issues, witha growing body of literature examinini femare,".".."r"ian. Flowever,the new literature 

]argery 
tg"";-*i; the women themserves do tochange or protest t'"r" .ir.',r-r;;";;; thus reinforcing the berief thatincarcerated women do not organtr;. ri"a""e Faitrr, coJrdinator of the1970s santa cruz wom""t pri..";r;".: 

cites virtuaty no exampresof rvomen's individual or.olr".ii* 
".iJ.rr"rrstance in her I993 bookunruly women'tn k 

lhe 
Mi1, srrrgJr-"rd suruiuar in o^wo*rns prison,B arb ara owen incrudes n o i" rt.".""lr' oiqrr:"a 

= 
organizing despite thet-act that her chosen prison, the centrat californii wom?.rt Facility,had housed charisse shumate ""a-""i other women *lro org".rir"a:r change the facilityt appalling il;i;i care; their actions resulted

4
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i

in the Shumate u. Wilson class-action lawsuit which charged that the

abysmal medical care amounted to cruel and unusual punishment.r'

More recently, Julia Sudbury's Global Lockdown: Race, Gender and the

prison-Industrial complex recognized rncatcerated woment agency and

organizing in other countries, but failed to acknowledge efforts within

U.3. prisons. The absence of these tales perpetuates the assumption

thatwomen imprisoned in the United States are not activelyfighting to

challenge or change these conditions'

There have been only two books about organizing among incarcerated

women: Juanita Diaz- Cottot G ender, Ethnicity and the St at e (1 9 9 6 \ and

the collectively written Br eaking the Walls of Silence : AIDS ond \\-cnn e n

in a New York state Maximum-security Prison (tqqg). Both focus on

womeris activism in Bedford Hills Correctiona\ Facility, New \or\
Statet maximum security prison for women. In Gender, Ethnicity and the

State, Diaz- Cotto details organizing strategies among Latina prisoners

between l97O andI?ST.Breakingthe Silencefollows the creation of the

AIDS Counseling and Education (aCE) Program. Written by many of
the women involved in ACE, the book documents the organizationt

history and shares its curriculum with others seeking to create similar

programs in other prisons. F{owever, because many of its writers

were still imprisoned at Bedford Hills and because they wanted to
avoid jeopardizing the program, it does not frame the formation and

continued existence of ACE as an act of collective resistance against

existing prison conditions.

Since then, no other book-length work has focused on incarcerated
women's activism and resistance.

Literature about women in prison that has emerged in this d,ecad,e

articulates how the needs of incarcerated women differ from those
of their male counterparts.lt does not, however, examine how these
differences either act as obstacles to collective organizing or change the
ways in which women organize.lt also ignores how these differences
prevent outside recognition of female agency. women in prison ia;o
different circumstances during their incarceration and thus 'i:-".
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different priorities 
- and different ways of chailenging their conditions

- than incarcerated men.26

Challenges in O rganizing

Approximately half of arl incarcerated women have suffered pastphysical or sexuar abuse.27 A 1999 study by the u.i. o"p"rtment ofJustice found that s7o/o of women entering state priso n and 40o/oentering federal prison had been physically"o. ,"*ittlabused priorto incarceration. In contrast, only 6olo' of 
^"'n""t"r,"f ,lte prison and7_o/o enterine federar prison had suffered prior physi.uio.l"*,r"r abuse.28Barrilee Bannister, a former prisoner in oregory pointed out, .A 

rot ofwomen believe themserves i? !" helpress b"".#. .i;;* they werera]1ed, or perhaps because of chirdhood abuse. t ,".rlot of womenwith very low serf-esteem and serf-worth.,, prisons further erode rowself-esteem: a woman at the central california w.*;;l;acility stated,"It is easier for women to get bullied in here. If an oficer raises his orher voice to you, some women are petrified. The fear from past abusecomes back and th.eI,,1." scared. Ve'ry scared..re As a woman incarcer_ated in Illinois put it, "Do you think *o','"r, who are conditioned to besubservient to their men (and the worrd) *" g.t"g a ;" to prisonand suddenly just grow a backbone ?,,30

women prisoners arso lack a commonly known history of resistance.while male prisoners can draw on the exampres of GeorgeJackson, theAttica uprising and other well-publicized cases .f prlr:;, activism,incarcerated women remain unaware of precederrtr'r"t"*rrt to them.\rirtually none know about the coilective organizing that led to the 7974-\ugust Rebellion at New yorkt Bedford H-iils coire.ii.""r Facirity orrhe i 975 riot at the North carorina correctionar center for women.
"' \'-'menryho do challenge the systemface extreme levels ofadministrative.::ltT...l,_'_r.,r^ia woman in the federal prison system, incurred the--:r1 r'r a quard r'hen she attempted to help another woman who had' " - -r--".l'"- sent to the Speciai uooring unit (or sHu, a punitivet,=i:=:.:;,--rlr. 

Shortly a{ter, the same guard sent Tricia to the
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SFIU. She then searched her room to create a justification for her
:lacement, throwing out many of her personal belongings, including
:hotos of her children and other family members and items that Tricia
rad bought from the prison commissary. Although prison staffis not
:ermitted to tamper with or destroy a prisonert legal documents, the

g"rard also threw away Tricia's papers for her appeal. The guard found
:les from the chapel that Tricia had been organizing for the chapel's

>ister. Although both the chaplain and the sister attested that they had

:.uthorized Tricia to take the documents, the prison adm-Lnistration

:etused to release her. After she had spent a month in SHU, the

administration finally dropped the charges.3l

Iriciat experience is not an anomaly. Solitary confinement -
euphemistically called "special Housing Unit" or "SHLJ", 'tontrol units ",

"-administrative segregation" or even "therap eutic segregation I dep end-

ing on the prison - is increasinglyused to isolate and punish prisoners

rrho challenge their conditions of confinement. In the 1960s, with the

nse ofprisoner organizing, prison officials used segregation or "the hole"

to separate politically active prisoners, iailhouse lawyers, nationalists,

communists and those they deemed threatening to the daily operations

of the prison. George Jackson, for example, spent much time in San

Qrentin's Adjustment Center for his organizing efforts.

Most female facilities have some form of "the hole." At Californiat

\ralley State Prison for Women, the Special Housing Unit consists of

eight-foot-by-six-foot cells with blacked-out windows where women

are confine d for 23 hours a day. Even in their cells, the women have

no privacy - toilets are in full view of the cell door windows, guards

can look through those windows at any time and male guards often

watch the women in the showers. If the women complain, the guards

turn offthe water.32 The federal prison at Lexington, I(entucky, opened

a control unit specifically for women political prisoners in 1986. It was

built underground and painted entirely white. Women were prohibited

from hanging anything on the white walls, causing them to begin

hallucinating black spots and strings on the walls and floors. Their

sole contact with prison staff came in the form of voices address-:r:
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them over loudspeakers. Although the unit was shut down in 19S!
following an outside campaign and a court decision that determine;
their placement unconstitutional, the practice of solitary confinemer:
continues today, with jailhouse lawyers and other incarcerated actir.rs:s

often targeted.33 Often this threat of staff retaliation dissuades others
from acting. One woman stated that the level of harassment is 'to great
that most of your fellow prisoners think that you must be crazy fo:
even attempting to challenge the prison system wrong doingsl'3a

Lending to the silence around incarcerated women's resistance, those
who do agitate or organize may also hesitate to write about their
experiences. Barrilee Bannister in Oregon, Dawn Amos in Colorado.
and a California prisoner who wished to remain anonymous have aiso

stated that they are reluctant to write about certain aspects and instances
because their letters can be read by prison officials. When Barrilee
Bannister attempted to mail a drawing depicting a guard walking
away from a prisoner who had obviously been sexually assaulted, the
mailroom confiscated it. Bannister received a misconduct report. In the
following three months, she was removed from the prisonk minimum-
security section, placed in medium-security and barred from attending
a transition program for which she had previously been approved. She

received two additional misconduct reports, one for allegedly making
threats against another staffmember during a phone conversation and
the other for not saving receipts for items she had purchased between
1995 and 1999, years before the prison had been built.3s Bannister's
case, too, is not an anomaly. When "Tricia" attempted to use the Bureau
of Prison's new e-mail system to describe certain conditionsr prison
authonties intercepted her e-mails, then closed her e-mail account. She
rr-as also threatened with placement in the SHU.36

\Aromen also tear that speaking out or organizing will jeopardize their
chances of arr earlier release. "Often, you'll hear 'I would do something
about it, but I come up tbr revierv itr _.' There is a prevalent fear that
writing grievances, etc., directly'has a negative effect on parolei'wrote
Dawn Reiser, a \roman incarcerated in Texas.

((a))
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Such tears are not always unfounded. "Harlni ;. :::.:i lrirr-i-r,iL:;-r::
:;ket could prevent an inmate from being eligrHe ii-rr : -: ":: r:, r r r- ir ;
and could mean she spends another year in p..St-1- ..u,.a ler:,,: .-j,i
LaBelle, an attorney representing Michigan prisr-rne:: _:- . ._:.i:_i--: r.r

larrsuit against the Michigan Department of Corr€Ji-r-1!

ln 2001, the day after she testified against guards u: a s =''*' 
' 

. --

lfichigan prisoner Robin McArdle received a misce-;:i *-: :::.. :
being on her bunk during count time. The officer whLr r:; *: : -
had testified in that same case on the guards, side.

McArdle, who had remained ticket-free during her fust erg:_: -,:r-: _-

prisory received five misconduct tickets after testifying. Tnes. r_r:r,
extended her stay in prison by a week.38 -

similarly, staff members at the central California women,s Fa;..'.:-,
warned Marcia Bunney, a plaintiffin the Shumate v. wilsonlawsurt, tha:
continuing her legal activities would cost her any chance of obtaining a
parole date. "I have been told that I will never leave prison if I continue
to fight the systemi' she wrote.3e

Inu i sib ility of O r ganizing

women both inside and out are often perceived as passive. This
perception leads to the dismissal of the fact that -o-", can and do
contribute to struggles for change. Just as the civil rights movement
of the 1960s and 1970s downplayed the role of *l-", in favor
of highlighting male spokesmen and leaders., the prisoners' rights
movement has focused and continues to focus on -"r, to speak foithe
masses. "something about women who protest bothers -"rry peoplei,
observed lois landis, a prisoner at Taycheedah correctional Institution
in Fond du Lac, wisconsin.4' Additionally, incarcerated women who
raise their voices face an additional burden: they have already defied
societal norms by transgressing both laws and acceptable notions of
feminine behavior and morality.
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while prisons have always been a form of social control, theyhave also

been uied to control woment actions and freedom. The early 20th

century saw the proliferation of reformatories for women. Women

were sent to the reformatory for defying societally approved gender

roles: being drunk, engaging in pre- and extramarital sex,.contracting

a venereal disease, or keeping bad company.al These women were seen

as even worse than the men who committed the most heinous crimes

and, until the advent of the reformatory, were seen as incorrigible.

The reformatory challenged the notion that "fallen women" were

irredeemable. As its name indicates, its mission was to "reform" its

wards - that is, to reinstill ladylike behavior, good moral character,

and perfect domestic skills. Reformatories existed only for women;

no such institutions existed for men, who remained unpenalizedwhen

they engaged in the same actions.a2

Although the reformatory - and the ideas behind it - died by the

mid 1930s, the moral condemnation of women sentenced to prison

continues to influence public perception and policie s.In1994,awarden

of an unnamed state prison for women sumned up the prevailing

attitude towards women Prisoners:

poor men stick somebody up or sell drugs. To me, as strange as

this may sound coming from a warden, that is understandable.

I can see how you -",ila make that choice' Women degrade

themselves. Seliing themselves, you should hear some of the

stufftheydo. TherJis no sense ofself-respect, of dignity. . . There

is someihing wrong on the inside that makes an individual take

up those kinds ofbehavior and choices'a3

Women who challenge or resist their conditions of confinement con-

tinue to defy proscribed gender roles, often leading to further disdain

and dismissal. ny protestingr they are further refusing to conform to

societyk expectation that they will passively accept the conditions of

their punisirment and refrain from stepping out of their prescribed

gender roles again. "Women who protest are looked down upon, while

l0
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*-,:': rnsoners ruho protest are considered heroes by other r*r-ir=:
.:.,::i iors landis.+

--..s;archers, scholars and activists often do not search for acts .-:
:=tnce among the growing female prison population, often assuming

---.: rhe silence around women prisoners' agency and activism signifies

:--(;l\-e acceptance. "[W]omen inmates themselves have called very
' :-ie aftention to their own situations," wrote Virginia High Brislin

-:: her research on incarcerated mothers during the 1980s. "Thev are

,-d1;- ever involved in violent encounters with officiais (i.e. rrr'rts , nor
;t-', they initiate litigation as often as do males in prison."*i

S:atements such as these reinforce the invisibility of resistance am.onE

',,,-omen prisoners. They also overlook the instances in which \\ omen

do riot and initiate litigation.

ln the l97Os, Carol Crooks, a prisoner at the maximum-securily

Bedford Hills Correctional Facility in New York, initiated a lawsuit

against the prison, its warden and several staff members. She claimed

that the prisont practice of placing women in segregation without a

hearing and refusal to provide Z4-hour notice of charges violated their
constitutional rights. On July 2, 1974, a court agreed with Crooks,

issuing a preliminary injunction, prohibiting the prison from placing

\vomen in segregation without Z4-hour notice and a hearing of
these charges.a6

The next month five male guards beat Crooks and placed her in
segregation. Her fellow prisoners protested by holding seven staff

members hostage for two and a half hours. However, "the August

Rebellion' is virtually unknown today despite the fact that male state

troopers and (male) guards from ment prisons were called to suppress

the uprising, resulting in 25 women being injured and24 women being

transferred to Matteawan Complex for the Criminally Insane without
the required commitment hearings.aT Because it lasted only two and a

half hours and because no one was killed, the story was relegated to

a paragraph buried in the back pages of the New York Times. Thus,

1l



although it occurred at a time when prison issues were still a hot topic
for many on the left, the 'August Rebellion" remains overlooked by
those seeking information on prisoner protests and disruptions.

Similarly, women in a California prison held a "Christmas riot" in
r975: protesting the cancellation of tamrly holiday visits and holiday
packages, prisoners gathered in the,vard, broke windows, made noise
andburned christmas trees in a "soLidari$"'bonfire.a8 However, because
the impetus for the "riot" \r-as rromen's lack of access to family during
the holidays, an ostensibly "femimne- (and thus less important and less
glamorous) concern, and because no one had threatened violence, this
act of disruption is even rnore easilr- overiooked by those researching
prison disturbances.

women har-e also disnupted prison life ui more recent years: on August
13, 1991.90 lromen at the iederal prison in Lexington, Kentucky,
refused to leave the 1-ard tbr the prisont afternoon count to protest
a lieutenant's assault of a black prisoner the night before. "We sang
Bob }Iarlel. s 'Stand Up for Your Rights,' and chanted 'Stop police
Brutaliqi''We WantJustice,''Let Them Out of Segi and'Figueroa (the
lieutenant) Must Goi" recalled Laura whitehorn, a political prisoner
and participant in the stand-out. "While we demonstrated, we heard
shouts of support from the windows of the housing units, and at least
rwo 'all available officers' codes to different units - meaning that the
\{omen who had returned to the units for count were doing some kind
of support actions too."

The women were handcuffed and taken to segregation. The next day,
nl rvere transferred to the new woment high-security unit at Marianna,
Fiorida. others were sent to FCI-Dublin ln california. That afternoory
: smaller group of women repeated the stand-out, refusing to leave the
r-ard for the four otlock count. That night, other women protested by
setling small fires in various housing units.ae

: :995, following rebellions at Talladega, Allenwood and other federal
--.-:s ::isons, the federal woment prison in Dublin, California was

':
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:rre,l under lockdown. Although there had been no disturbances at -rl:i

:::tcular prison, FCI Dublin remained under lockdown a1l rveekend

;:l u omen were forced to go to work that Monday under lockdoln
;:nditions. To voice their protest, women began staying away from

:::eJs and, that night, set simultaneous trashcan fires in all of the units.

'qD\\-i$\rISS\-s\\\\\\\\\\SSSsS\-SsNN\xqq[sslSS
::larged with arson and "engaging in a group demonstration."-i0

3.,- ignoring instances such as these, Brislin and others researching and
i',:rting about women prisoners' issues reinforce the idea that rvomen
io not organize, thus discouraging further research.

"i'r hjle Karlene Faith acknowledges that women have participated in
:esistance actions, she states that, in the 1970s, incarcerated women
'\rere not as politicized as the men fprisoners], and they did not
3ngage in the kinds of protest actions that aroused media attention."
Her assertion dismisses the fact that women did engage in simiiar
npes of protest actions, which often garnered some media attention.sl
For instance, between 1969 and 1973, there were four "disturbances"

at the women's prison in Milledgeville, Georgia.s2 In 1975, women at

the North Carolina Correctional Center for Women held a sit-down

demonstration to demand better medical care, improved counseling

services and the closing of the prison laundry. When prison guards

attempted to end the protest by herding the women into the gymnas-

ium and beating them, the women fought back, using volleyball net

poles, chunks of concrete and hoe handles to drive the guards out of
the prison.s3 Over 100 guards from other prisons were summoned to

quell the rebellion.sa The demonstration also garnered media coverage

from radical alternative news sources such as oJf our backs as well as

mainstream newspapers such as the New York Times.

Instead of claiming that women in prison did not engage in riots and

protest actions that captured media attentiory scholars and researchers

should examine why these acts of organizing fail to attract the same

critical and scholarly attention as that given to similar male actions.
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Juanita Diaz-Cotto, one of the few scholars to study women Pn\. --':r''

activism, argues that books written in the past decade often "highi::r
the role played by woment prison family groups and kins:*;
networks, almost to the complete exclusion of other types of priso:r.:
organization."ss The emphasis on prison families not only substitr.:::'

for research about resistance but also reinforces the stereotype i:,;-
women's sole concern is to maintain their traditional gender roles

Past research on women prisoners has overwhelmingly favored det'' ,

of prison family and kinship ner\\'orks over the more painstakr:
task of searching out and documenting the less visible instances ::
resistance. This becomes a seH-perpetuating cycle: by highlighting tl=
various family and kinship nelivorks to the exclusion of other forms .-:
organization, scholars har-e given the impression that this is the oru-,

form of orgaruzLne rrithrn women's prisons, not only silencing the voice

of l omen prrsoner actir-ists but also paving the way for others to dc

the same.

Resistance

Despite fears of administrative reprisals and a lack of outside support,
women in prison have found ways to individually and collectively
challenge, resist and organize around their conditions of confinement.
These ways are often not recognized by outside researchers and are

sometimes belittled by other women in prison: "Women prisoners are

notorious for complaining amongst themselves or for writing paper

complaints to the administrationi' wrote lois landis, a Wisconsin
prisoner, who dismissed such actions as "useless in getting changes

u.ithin the prison system."sT While the processes of both verbally
complaining and filing grievances may have little effect in changing
the conditions of confinement, the fact that women not only utilize
them but are "notorious" for doing so indicates that women do not
::.ssir-ely accept their circumstances, but attempt to change them in
r::i- \raY possible.

resistance often lacks the glamor and excitement of the
,-:. :.:l uork strikes for which male prisoners are known.
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-i::ne actions, such as introducing new methods of :ea;::-:: - -: r " -'

:::-r be seen as working with the prison system. A curson- J--S:r,:: : -

r:.ch actions overlooks the fact that seemingly non-threate::,:: .::..
:re still met with suspicion and refusal by prison adminrstraiiu'r:! ---:

Kathy Boudin, a former prisoner at Bedford Hills, pointed out, 'I. -..=
:;lany other prisoners, wanted to be productive and to do somei::-:-:
:reaningful with my time in prison . . . Yet prison admirust::.ttrrS :-r.r:---,-
jmit the amount of responsibility and independence a ::-s--1.: ,-::l
have."s8 The premise of prisons lies in obedience and con::.--. l:-. --:-=:-
qenerated programs, projects and groups challenge :;ra: :::.:-j:
Conservative prison administrations do not allow any sucir r-:-::-'"'::
on the part of their prisoners; even more liberal prison admin,s::,: -- :.
such as Elaine Lord, the former warden at Bedford Hills, rer:.-:.
suspicious, if not hostile, to the educational and group work of tle-:
prisoners and make every effort to suppress such initiatives. Incarcer-

ated women have observed that lack of literacy plays a large role in
woment lack of protest and resistance. Amos noted that most of the

women around her "are very illiterate, they don't even have education

to take a pre-GED test, let alone read a law book or even a newsletter

about other prisoners and what they have been subjected to. They can

hardly comprehend the rules that we have to live under let alone a way

of comprehending a way to stand up for their rights."se "Elsie," a former
prisoner in Illinois, agrees: "I know illiteracy is one of the hindrances

to pursuing any relief. We need to educate women about how to write
grievances and we need to have available people to help the illiterate
and the mentally/emotionally ill prepare grievances regarding their
rights."60 Thus, a seemingly innocuous act., such as encouraging literacy
and critical thinking among fellow prisoners, may lead to greater

resistance and more widespread agitation against prison injustices.

Other actions are more gender-specific, focusing on issues that,

until recently, were not recognizedby prisoner rights activists. More
than half of all prisoners have left minor children behlnd. However,

maintaining relationships with their children is an obstacle faced more

often by women than men. Ninety percent of the time, when a father

t5
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is imprisoned, his children are cared for by their biological mother.
Conversely when a mother goes to prison her children are more likely
to be in the care of a grandparent, another non-parent relative or have

no one to care for them. An incarcerated mother's children are five times
more likely to enter the foster care system, thus increasing her chances

of losing legal custody.6l In addition, because they are fewer in number,
women's prisons tend to be located farther from the urban areas where
they had lived before their arrests. This distance often makes visits
from children more difficult and infrequent. Incarcerated women have
worked with prison administrations and outside groups, often churches
and other religious institutions and individuals, to maintain contact
and legal custody of their children. These actions are often overlooked
by prisoner rights activists and scholars both because they are not
visibly dramatic, and because the issue of mothers and children is often
perceived as less pressing by those accustomed to dealing with male
prisoner issues.

Actions such as organizing transportation for prisoners' children,
assistrng others rvith their legal work and visiting women in the intensive
care unit disrupt prison realities, sometimes leading to more far-reaching
change, such as the tormation of AIDS counseling and education pro-
grarns and s,Llpport sroups tbr domestic violence survivors.

Resistance Behin,l B";'-. rrill lughlght issues confronting women in
prison, including inadequate medical care, sexual abuse., separation
from children, and the lack of educational and work opportunities. It
will also show the rravs in l-hich the rvomen themselves individually
and collectively challenge these conditions. It will explore tactics
traditionally employed b1, male prisoners, such as lawsuits and dis-
ruptions, and strategies that \\'omen have devised to challenge gender-
specific injustices such as marntaimng contact and custody of their
children and combating sexual abuse.

In 1995, prisoner rights activist and scholar Nancy Kurshan, in her
history of female imprisonment, provided a one-page overview ofwo-
ment resistance from the Civil War until the I970s. She acknowledged

(( ro ))
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that this one page was not enough: "one topic that has nL1: b€=::
adequately researched is the rebellion of women in prison. It is or,-;
with great difficulty that any information was found. we do not believe
that is because resistance does not occur, butbecause those in charge oi
documenting history have a stake in burying herstory. Such a h".jory
would challenge the patriarchal ideology that insists that women are,
by nature, passive and docile."62

Resistance Behind Bars expands herstory, challenging readers to re-
conceptualize and reframe what is commonly thought tf as resistance
and emphasizing the voices and actions of the *-"., fighting for
change. Resistance will hopefully spark further discussion and research
into incarcerated womert's organizing as well as galvanize outside
support for their struggles.


