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Abstract 

“It’s Just Not Safe—Not For a Girl”: Violence in the Lives of Incarcerated Women 

This project investigates life-history interviews from previously incarcerated 

Illinois women that are published on the website Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. 

I use grounded coding to identify violence as a salient theme that emerges throughout the 

stories of women involved in the criminal justice system, both before and during 

incarceration. Particularly, I expose the relationship between gender violence and 

incarceration by discussing how gender violence facilitates incarceration and how 

incarceration facilitates gender violence. I identified several pre-incarceration subthemes 

that expose how violence leads to criminalization and incarceration, which include the 

following pathways: 1) drugs, 2) street life, and 3) self defense. Upon incarceration, 

gender violence was perpetuated in the following ways: 1) sexual assault, 2) sexualized 

surveillance, 3) strip searches, 4) shackling pregnant inmates, and 5) dehumanizing 

treatment. Both gender violence and incarceration, I argue, are tools of social control that 

function to maintain power over women. Using a feminist criminological analytic 

framework, I explore these themes and find that they are supported by the current 

literature on female offenders.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The vast majority of women under the supervision of the US criminal justice 

system, roughly 87.5%, report histories of domestic and/or sexual abuse (The Women’s 

Foundation, 2014, p. 6). In fact, the rates of sexual victimization are higher for 

incarcerated women than both incarcerated men and women in the general population 

(Blackburn, Mullings, and Marquat, 2008, p. 353). Oftentimes, women who survive 

sexual and domestic violence end up in prison precisely for the side effects of such 

trauma, which include mental health concerns, substance abuse issues, homelessness, sex 

work, and/or defensive violence (Gilfus, 2002).  

When women get to prison, they are not safe from the violence that plagued them 

on the outside. In fact, incarceration often replicates, perpetuates, and continues violence 

for female inmates through not only sexual assault by guards, but also prison policies and 

procedures. For women caught in the criminal justice system, violence is gendered in 

ways that make their experiences necessarily different from men’s. O’Toole, Schiffman, 

and Kiter Edwards (2007) define gender violence as “any interpersonal, organizational, 

or politically oriented violation perpetuated against people due to their gender identity, 

sexual orientation, or location in the hierarchy of male-dominated social systems” (p. xii). 

According to these scholars, violence in general is “the extreme application of social 

control” (O’Toole , Schiffman, and Kiter Edwards, 2007, p. xii). The pervasive social 

problem of violence against women is related to the control and domination of women in 

a male-dominated society (Kaufman, 2007, p. 33). Therefore, gender violence is a tool of 

social control used to dominate and control women in a patriarchal society. 
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What, then, is the relationship between these two factors: gender violence and 

incarceration? Lawston (2008) contends that the prison system, like systemic sexual and 

domestic abuse, is patriarchal and “only serves to punish, oppress, and silence women” 

(p. 7). Similarly, scholars such as Michel Foucault (1995), Loïc Wacquant (2009), and 

Michelle Alexander (2010) claim that the penal system is in itself a tool of social control: 

an apparatus that intends to maintain power over the impoverished and people of color by 

locking them behind bars. Gender is not the only dimension of domination, but race and 

class are also social markers in a society where power is located in upper class white 

maleness. It is not surprising, then, that low-income women of color are 

disproportionately sent to jail and prison (Crenshaw, 2012). In the words of Beth Richie 

(2004): “I cannot imagine a place where one might stand and have a clearer view of 

concentrated disadvantage based on racial, class, and gender in equality in the country 

then from inside the walls of a women's prison” (p. 438). Agreeing with the assertion that 

gender violence and the prison operate in patriarchal society, I argue that the fundamental 

link between the violence against women and their increasing incarceration is social 

control.   

In this paper, I primarily use interviews of previously incarcerated women,1 

supported by other evidence ranging from research reports to news media stories to the 

writings of incarcerated women, to illuminate this relationship between incarceration and 

gender violence as the social control of women. I investigate the link between violence 

against women and incarceration. I ask: how does violence lead to incarceration and 

incarceration promote violence? Specifically, I will explore the cyclical relationship 

                                                        
1 Due to the nature of the interviews, this project does not explore the experiences of transgender 
women in the criminal justice system. 
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between violence as a risk factor for incarceration and corrections as a violent institution. 

As a result, women are trapped in a vicious cycle of social control at the familial and state 

level, both inside and outside of corrections settings. In Chapter 2, I investigate the 

multiple ways in which gender violence specifically directed at women by men, such as 

domestic and sexual violence, leads to their incarceration due to the criminalization of 

women’s survival methods. In Chapter 3, I explore the ways that violence is inflicted 

upon women behind prison walls, extending the patriarchal violence experienced prior to 

entering the criminal justice system. Chapter 4 offers some solutions to this violent cycle. 

To analyze my findings, I utilize a feminist criminological framework. Feminist 

criminology, as defined by Van Gundy and Baumann-Grau (2013) is “a critical theory 

that questions the ability of general criminological theories to predict, address, and 

respond to the delinquent behavior of female offenders” (p. 1). This framework rejects 

the masculinist viewpoint of traditional criminology that focuses on men and reinforces 

patriarchal constructions, instead centering on the unequal social and institutional power 

structures affecting women and their relationship to crime (Van Gundy and Baumann-

Grau, 2013, p. 3). This ideological orientation is appropriate for this study because it 

takes into account the ways that women’s criminality is intimately connected to systemic 

power imbalances in a larger cultural context, as opposed to viewing women’s crime as 

personalized and isolated legal or moral transgressions.   

The topic of women’s violent pathways to prison is important because the 

incarceration of women is increasing at an alarming rate. The number of women in U.S. 

prisons increased roughly 646% in the last 30 years, which is nearly 1.5 times the rate of 

men’s increase, making them the fastest growing prison population (The Sentencing 
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Project, 2012; Crenshaw, 2012, p. 1422; White, 2008, p. 305). Discussions of the prison 

system and mass incarceration, however, tend to focus mainly on men and boys 

(Crenshaw, 2012, p.1434). While it is true that women make up only 7% of the total U.S. 

prison population, women’s involvement in corrections is anything but insignificant 

(Garcia and Ritter, 2012, p. 18). In 2011, there were 111,387 women in prison and 93,000 

women in jail (The Sentencing Project, 2012). 

While gender is the main category explored here, the intersections of race and 

class in women’s lives are extremely significant regarding their chances of incarceration, 

since social control operates on many levels. The rapidly increasing imprisonment of 

women has had an especially harsh outcome for women of color. Black women are 

roughly 7 times likelier than white women to be incarcerated, and Latina women are 2.5 

times more likely than white women (Crenshaw, 2012, p. 1437-8). Indigenous women are 

incarcerated 19% more than all other groups (Gilfus, 2002, p. 7). In particular, low-

income black and brown women experience the highest rates of domestic violence, 

criminalization, and incarceration, leading to a “hyperpresence of women of color in the 

system” (Gilfus, 2002, p. 5; Crenshaw, 2012, p. 1427).  

Globally, a comparison between our country and the rest of the world is also 

startling. The United States imprisons more women than any other country. Currently, we 

house approximately one-third of all incarcerated women in the world (Kruttschnitt, 

2010, p. 33). Since 2007, the imprisonment rate for African American women alone 

surpassed the total imprisonment rate (that is, both men and women) of all European 

countries, excluding Spain (Kruttschnitt, 2010, p. 33).  
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As the fastest growing prison population, women represent an important segment 

that cannot be ignored or overlooked. This problem is of critical importance for those 

interested in criminal justice issues, gender and women’s issues, and systemic violence. 

Thus, I analyze the connections between gender violence and incarceration in the context 

of social control. Overall, I argue that the criminalization of women’s survival and their 

violent treatment in prison is a public policy issue that must be critically examined and 

dismantled.   

 

Methodology 

While quantitative data are important for portraying the scope of the problem of 

violence against women and incarceration, qualitative data are useful for painting a 

picture of the actual lives and experiences of those involved. Interviews are especially 

beneficial because they can illustrate in great detail the memories and perspectives of 

research subjects in their own words. Feminist interviewers, specifically, are “interested 

in uncovering the subjugated knowledge of the diversity of women’s realities that often 

lie hidden and unarticulated” (Hesse-Biber, 2014, p. 184). Reinharz claims that accessing 

women’s voices through interviewing is important because, “in this way learning from 

women is an antidote to centuries of ignoring women’s ideas altogether or having men 

speak for women” (qtd. in Hesse-Biber, 2014, p. 190). Interviews of women allow us to 

learn directly from the perspective of a population that has been historically silenced and 

ignored.   

Female prisoners are an exceptionally marginalized population and thus their 

perspectives are of great significance in uncovering hidden viewpoints, experiences, and 
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knowledge. Despite their importance but precisely because of their extreme 

marginalization, the voices of female prisoners are hard to find. However, platforms like 

Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance, a website found at www.womenandprison.org, 

are working to change that by collecting and showcasing the experiences and expressions 

of women behind bars. With a tagline that reads “Stories so strong, they crumble 

concrete,” Women + Prison describes itself as “a website, installation, and zine created 

entirely from the work and lives of America’s incarcerated women” (Home). Among 

many other projects such as an art gallery and news articles, the website houses the 

transcripts of fourteen life-history interviews from previously incarcerated women 

(Interviews).   

Although the website does not explain why, where, or when the interviews took 

place, how researchers and subjects were chosen, or what methods were used, I was able 

to deduce some information from the transcripts themselves. By connecting the dots of 

some of the dates and locations discussed in the transcripts, I was able to infer that the 

interviews mostly took place between 2002-2005 in and around the Chicago area. The 

format of each interview was somewhat different: interviewers asked the women to 

describe their lives starting from childhood, loosely focused on the same topics, while 

asking questions in different ways, sometimes using probes, and allowing the interviewee 

to guide the discussion in some instances. This leads me to believe these were life history 

interviews that were semistandardized in structure (Berg and Lune, 2011, p. 109). I 

believe the interviews also utilized a “participatory model” of interviewing, since the 

participants often interviewed each other (Hesse-Biber, 2014, p. 217).  
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In this paper, I coded all of the fourteen interviews from the above website in 

order to identify common themes and patterns that might help to further an understanding 

of the lives of women who have spent time in prison. Using grounded coding, I read 

through the transcripts without a prior focus, which allowed the interviews to guide my 

findings and analysis. I coded frequently mentioned topics, events, and activities. Some 

of the general themes that I first identified include addiction, motherhood, education, 

family, sexual violence, domestic violence, friendship, prison conditions, crime, and re-

entry.  

Once I read through all of the interviews and coded for the above themes, I took 

some time to reflect on the stories I had read. While there were many commonalities to 

choose from, the particularly salient theme that emerged was gender violence. I decided 

to focus on this theme above other important ones for several reasons. First, it emerged 

quite frequently and was often discussed at length when it was mentioned. Second, for 

me, the experiences of violence evoked a palpable emotionality unlike some of the other 

topics. I was haunted by the words and imagery the women used to describe the trauma in 

their lives, making this theme more profound and therefore more memorable than some 

of the other themes. Third, violence was not temporally or spatially isolated in these 

women’s lives, but transcended prison walls and seemed to be intrinsically linked to 

some of the other codes I identified. Women often experienced violence before, during, 

and after their prison sentences. I began to see violence emerge as a frighteningly volatile 

thread that was woven throughout and among the life stories of these women.  

After deciding to focus on the general topic of gender violence, I chose to present 

violence in women’s early lives that led to their incarceration, followed by violence they 
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experienced while incarcerated. Within the pre-incarceration category, I identified several 

subthemes, which are connected to the ways that violence led to crime and incarceration, 

which include the following pathways: 1) drugs, 2) street life, and 3) self defense. Within 

the category of carceral violence, I identified the subthemes of 1) sexual assault, 2) 

sexualized surveillance, 3) strip searches, 4) shackling pregnant inmates, and 5) 

dehumanizing treatment.  
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Chapter 2: Gender Violence Facilitates Incarceration 

Feminist criminologists who compare crime by gender differences find that men 

and women enter the penal system for different sets of reasons, through what Huebner, 

DeJong, and Cobbina (2010) call “gendered pathways to crime and imprisonment” (p. 

226). While the school-to-prison pipeline is a relatively well-known phenomenon 

explaining how so many young men are funneled into the criminal justice system straight 

from the public school system, the “sexual-violence-to prison pipeline” is a more 

accurate narrative for young women (Vafa, 2012; Rights4Girls, 2013). For women, 

unlike men, a history of violence increases the likelihood of becoming incarcerated. 

Compared to male offenders, women offenders are 7 times more likely to have 

experienced sexual abuse and 4 times more likely to report physical abuse prior to 

incarceration (Saxena, Messina, and Grella, 2014, p. 418).  

A study by Simpson, Yahner, and Dugan (2008) found that “women come into 

contact with the criminal justice system through fairly distinct etiological routes (drugs, 

defensive violence against partners and childhood exposure to physical violence and/or 

sexual victimisation)” (p. 104). In fact, the effects of violence are almost identical to 

reasons for incarceration, which include homelessness, addiction to drugs and alcohol, 

prostitution, mental illness, and engagement in high-risk behavior (Gilfus, 2002, p. 2). 

This direct correlation sets up a pipeline from victimization to incarceration for women. 

Consequently, the female prison population is densely populated with survivors of gender 

violence.  

The majority of interviewed women described experiences of physical and/or 

sexual abuse. These experiences often contributed to their involvement in crime, which 
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eventually led them to prison. Most often, the trauma of violence caused substance abuse 

and addiction, or kept them trapped in relationships with drug-connected abusers. For 

others, violence caused them to run away from home, become homeless and 

impoverished, and sometimes become involved in sex work. Some were even 

criminalized for acting in self-defense. As survivors of violence, many women, by 

choice, by force, or by accident, resort to criminal behavior. The three main subthemes 

that I identified here which link violence to incarceration include drugs, street life, and 

self-defense.  

 

Drugs 

The “explosive rate of women’s incarceration” described has not been a result of 

women becoming more criminal or violent, but a direct result of an increase in drug 

convictions due to the war on drugs, which has disproportionately affected women 

(Crenshaw, 2012, p. 1439; White, 2008, p. 308). This is largely because of the 

connections between trauma, mental health, and drug use. Research shows that sexual 

victimization and physical violence increases the prevalence of mental health issues. For 

example, many survivors of rape, stalking, and intimate partner violence develop 

psychological effects such as depression, anxiety, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(Black et al., 2011, p. 1-2). As a result, survivors of trauma who suffer from mental 

illness often turn to self-medication through illicit drug use as a coping mechanism 

(White, 2008, p. 310). For women, unlike men, trauma is a generally precursor for drug 

abuse (Saxena, Messina, and Grella, 2014, p. 418). Sexual victimization and physical 

violence increases the prevalence of substance use and abuse among women (Blackburn, 
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Mullings, and Marquat, 2008, p. 352). 

Roughly 80% of female offenders have substance abuse problems, 50% report 

committing their offense while under the influence of drugs, and 33% committed crimes 

to support their drug habits (White, 2008, p. 309). Saxena, Messina, and Grella (2014) 

reports that, “Women offenders have higher rates of substance use disorders than their 

male counterparts and are 10 times more likely to be dependent on drugs than women in 

the general population” (p. 417). This reveals a clear connection between gender 

violence, mental health, drugs, and crime that contributes to the mass incarceration of 

women, in particular. 

This trend came to life in the interviews as the women told their stories and 

recalled how violence was connected to their involvement in drug crimes. Take Naoma 

Dye2, for example, who was raped at age 10 by a man who lived next door. The assault 

left her feeling scared and ashamed. She began disliking her body and the attention that it 

drew from older men. At thirteen she started drinking alcohol. At fifteen she found 

herself pregnant by violent partner to whom she was attracted, she says, due to the 

damage to her self-esteem from prior abuse. She accepted the abuse in her relationship 

because she was told, and believed, “nobody is going to want me, I’m ugly, I’m fat. 

[Who’s] going to want you, [you’re] not going to be able to accomplish anything in life.” 

Naoma describes how being sexually assaulted by her partner at the time was related to 

her emotional abuse and her negative conception of self:  

Today I know that no means no, but then it was like you mean yes and turn over 

whenever he was beating me. He wanted to make up that that was his way, that 
                                                        
2 Interview with Naoma Dye. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_naoma_dye/ 
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was his sick thinking that he was making up, get in the bed, turn over. And he 

tried anal sex but it didn’t happen, I got another black eye for that... 

Even when she tried to resist being anally penetrated, she was further physically abused. 

Two years later, when Naoma was seventeen, she started using heavy drugs. “[B]y this 

time,” She explains, “I had went from drinking alcohol, to smoking PCP, to smoking 

marijuana, to heroine. And once I hit heroine I left all the other drugs.” She became 

severely addicted to heroin and started selling drugs, stealing merchandise, and engaging 

in prostitution to support her habit.  

 Starting in 1989 Naoma began a series of jail time, probation, violating probation, 

prison time, and hiding from the police. Then, in 1994, she was sentenced to ten years in 

prison for possession of heroin with intent to deliver. Naoma might never have developed 

a heroin addiction had she not suffered severe sexual, physical, and emotional trauma. 

With no addiction, it is doubtful that she would’ve resorted to such criminal activity. 

Without a criminal record, Naoma would not have lived ten years of her life behind bars.  

 Like Naoma, Pamela Thomas3 experienced sexual abuse at a young age and then 

later became involved in an abusive relationship. A minister molested Pamela from the 

time she was six to eight years old. At fourteen, she ran away from home to escape her 

father, although she does not explain why beyond saying “some things happened” with 

him. Now homeless, she lived on the street until she met and moved in with an older 

man, who turned out to be extremely controlling. Pamela’s partner used his Doberman 

pinchers to intimidate her while he was away to ensure she was trapped in his home.  

                                                        
3 Interview with Pamela Thomas. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_pamela_thomas/ 
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[W]hen he would leave to go to work he would bring the dogs in the house... And 

if it looked like I’m gonna touch that knob, them dogs would get violent. They 

started, “grrrrr,” you know. But all the time he was there he kept the dogs out. But 

that was his way, I guess, to make sure that I wouldn’t leave and go anywhere…. 

I wasn’t suppose[d] to leave that house if he wasn’t there.  

Yet, Pamela learned to outwit the dogs so that she was able to leave her home by 

throwing raw meat in the basement, waiting for the dogs to chase after it, and locking the 

door behind them. Once, she used this tactic to leave the house with a friend, but when 

she returned, her partner was waiting for her. She recalls, “I came back…. I didn’t know 

he was there. He had parked his truck around the corner, and he was sitting on the stair 

with a rifle.” After this frightening incident, she managed to escape the relationship, but 

then found out she was pregnant with his child.  

After she gave birth, Pamela was back to living on the streets, this time with a 

baby. Eventually, she met a new companion who offered to let her and her daughter live 

with him. “[W]e didn’t have to worry about anything,” according to Pamela, “I really 

thought this man cared—I feel he cared about me, but he was an addict, too.” Yet, 

Pamela and her daughter had nowhere else to live, so they moved in with the man. This is 

when he introduced her to the world of smoking and cooking cocaine.  

Consequently, Pamela developed an addiction, and she was first arrested when 

she started stealing clothes in order to purchase more cocaine. As she describes, “I didn’t 

know that I had gotten as far into the addiction as I was—I couldn’t stop.” From there, 

her addiction spiraled out of control and, as a result, she was sent to jail countless times 

and prison three times for a combination of possession of drugs, theft, missing court 
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dates, and disorderly conduct. For Pamela, a complicated combination of homelessness, 

violence, and drug addiction led her on a path to prison. All of these factors, however, 

were directly related to her past victimization.  

 Other times, women are not necessarily addicted to drugs or using them to self-

medicate, but are involved in drug trafficking and sales through their relationships. In 

fact, “drug-connected women” represents another major pathway to incarceration as 

identified by feminist criminologists (Simpson, Yahner, and Dugan, 2008, p. 86). Joanne 

Archibald4 became a drug-connected woman, she believes, due to the residual effects of 

her brother’s sexual abuse she endured as a child. Joanne recollects that throughout her 

life, she was unable to say “no,” even if she did not want to do something, especially sex. 

She didn’t didn’t realize that “I had a right to do what I wanted” in her relationships: 

I can remember instances where it would be really a lot like with my brother: I 

would not say anything, not do anything, I would just be there, but not getting that 

I could say, “No, I don’t want to do that.” I think that was just sort of the way I 

lived: if other people want - okay let’s do this, let’s do this. I didn’t really get that 

it’s okay to say, “I don’t really want to do that, let’s do something else.”  

As a result, when her brother-in-law, a drug dealer, asked her to carry a package of drugs 

on a flight, she was unable to refuse. Even after she was arrested, she “had a warped 

sense of loyalty” to him, and therefore wouldn’t provide his name during the case, even 

though her sentence would’ve been reduced. Though she did not use drugs herself, 

Joanne’s incarceration stemmed from her abuse and subsequent inability to say no to a 

man who asked her to commit a drug crime. 
                                                        
4 Interview with Joanne Archibald. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_joanne_archibald/ 
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 Diana Delgado5 was also a drug connected woman, but in a different way. 

Although she did not use, deal, or transport drugs herself, she was in a relationship with 

an abusive man who was involved in drug dealing. Because she had witnessed her 

father’s abuse toward her mother, Diana believed the violence she experience was 

“normal”:  

He slapped me, pulled my hair, pushed me, and I thought it was because he loved 

me at the time, because I seen my father do it to my mother… So for a long time I 

thought it was normal. I thought it was okay. I thought it was just something that 

happened to a lot of people. I didn’t think that there was anything wrong with it, 

and I stood with him for a long time and the slaps turned into punches and the 

punches turned into me being passed out from him choking me, from him choking 

me to him shooting at me….putting me in the hospital numerous times, numerous 

times.  

Diana was not only afraid for her own life, but for the safety of her family due to threats 

that he would harm and kill them. The only way he would let them live, he said, was if 

Diana returned. The attempt to protect her family caused her to stay and “put up with the 

beatings.” While she did try to leave many times, and was “always trying to find an 

escape, a way out,” she was never able to. Wherever Diana would attempt to leave and 

hide from him, “he always found me, always, and would make me come back. And I 

would go back. And the beatings always got worse, worse and worse.” Diana endured her 

boyfriend’s violence in order to protect her family.  

                                                        
5 Interview with Diana Delgado. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_diana_delgado/ 
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Following this pattern, she later went to prison as an accomplice in his drug 

crimes in order to protect her children. One night while her boyfriend was away, the 

police showed up at Diana’s home. As she describes, “They ransacked my house, took 

me and my 2 boys to the police station.” At the station, the police accused her of aiding 

her boyfriend in a complex drug deal that ended in grand theft. According to Diana, she 

was innocent, but signed a statement of guilt for the safety of her children: 

I did what, at the time, what I thought was the best thing for my kids. I signed the 

statement so I could call someone to pick my children up… I wanted them to get 

out of that police station and I didn’t want them to go with strangers, I wanted 

them to be able to go with a family member. And they forced me, basically, to 

sign that statement. 

Even though Diana did not commit drug crimes, she was ultimately incarcerated because 

she was trapped in an abusive relationship that made her fear for her life and the safety of 

her children and other family members. As we can see, the experiences of Naoma, 

Pamela, Joanne, and Diana are all different, yet they represent the myriad ways that 

violence contributes to involvement in drug crime, which sends women to prison en 

masse.  

 

Street Life 

The second subtheme related to violence as a pathway to crime is street life. Girls 

account for 59% of runaways, and they often leave home to escape violence from 

guardians or partners, resulting in homelessness (Ajinkya, 2012). One study found that 

over 50% of women in Illinois’ Cook County Jail, where many of the interviewed women 
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presented here spent time, were homeless prior to their arrest (Gilfus, 2002, p. 4). This 

situation is common, and feminist criminologists have named it the “Street Woman 

scenario” (Simpson, Yahner, and Dugan, 208, p. 85). Homeless women often resort to 

illegal activity such as sex work in order to survive, but are also arrested and imprisoned 

for other crimes related to surviving life on the street, such as selling drugs (Gilfus, 2002, 

p. 4).  

Yolanda Mills6 exemplifies the street woman subtheme. She “was abandoned as a 

child” by her family and became a ward of the state at nine. She was sent from foster 

home to foster home, but after the male family members in the various homes would try 

to molest her, she would run away from each one. Of this type of life, Yolanda asserts, 

“it’s just not safe—not for a girl.” As a pre-teen, she spent some time with her biological 

family, but experienced and witnessed even more violence then. Three of her cousins and 

one uncle attempted to sexually assault her, but did not succeed. She has memories of 

them watching her sleep, and “I wake up and saw their hardness, watching me.” When 

she spent time with her biological mother, who was an alcoholic, she recalls “she be 

drunk and asleep and men be playing in my panties-feeling on me.” Her biological father 

was also sexually abusive to young Yolanda. She describes, “My daddy he use to ask me 

for sex all the time, my real father… Yeah, he use to ask me all the time, could he make 

love to me.” With nowhere else to turn for safety, Yolanda ran away and lived on the 

streets, mostly in abandoned buildings. For money, she began panhandling, selling drugs, 

and selling her body.  

                                                        
6 Interview with Yolanda Mills. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_yolanda_mills/ 
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Prostitution, however, led to more violence in Yolanda’s life. She describes her 

life on the street as “real dangerous” due to sexually transmitted diseases, sexual assault, 

and the constant threat of physical violence: 

With a pimp or without a pimp. Just a woman being out there it’s not good. They 

could see you one minute you could be dead the next minute… I got raped before, 

my butt took it a couple times, I had knives to my throat, and guns to my head… a 

lot of this stuff happened to me as I was coming up, there’s a lot of stuff I ain’t 

said… 

Yolanda became a ‘street woman’ because of violence. As a result, she turned to drug 

crimes and sex work in order to survive. Throughout her life, she was sent to prison five 

times for selling and delivering drugs. Yolanda’s story exemplifies how women’s 

survival, especially on the street, is often criminalized when they are victimized by 

violence. 

Brenda Myers7 also spent her life working on the street after experiencing many 

instances of sexual abuse as a child. These traumas informed her conceptions of power, 

influenced her feelings about her body, and shaped the way she viewed herself and 

relation to others. She was molested for the first time at age five or six, and then 

remembers it happening repeatedly. She “became a little numb” after a while, and kept 

the molestation a secret: 

The molesters had control, I was afraid to tell, I was afraid if I told my 

grandmother she’d hurt somebody and I’d lose her… I guess the thing that really 

hurt me the most was that my hero hurt me. And I know for me that was a turning 
                                                        
7 Interview with Brenda Myers. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_brenda_myers/  
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point. He was a family member, and he was my hero and he ended up being a 

molester. And that hurt me.  

Brenda learned early on through this painful process that men desired and used her body 

to control, intimidate, and hurt her. Later, she thought she found a way to transform her 

pain into power by watching prostitutes pick up johns from her bedroom window. At age 

nine or ten, when she was supposed to be sleeping, she’d sneak to her window and watch 

“these women in these shiny dresses and their beautiful hair and they’d be doing [their] 

thing.” She decided to ask her grandmother about what she saw: 

And I asked my grandma one day, I said, “Hey what are those women doing out 

there? They’re getting in and [out] of cars.” And she said, “Well, they get in those 

cars and men give them money to take their panties off.” And I said, “What?” She 

said “Yeah” because she had told me never to take my panties off for none of the 

little boys. And I don’t know if she heard me, but I remember saying “Well, I’ll 

probably do that.” You see because that is what had been happening to me[;] men 

had been taking my panties off. 

Brenda believed the abuse she endured contributed to her later involvement in 

prostitution. The women outside her window who profited from their sexuality 

represented an empowering and glamorous version of the frightening exploitation she 

was used to at home.  

The glitz and glamour portrayed by sex workers seemed to be a path to something 

better for Brenda. She recalls, “And I remember wanting to be shiny because I felt so bad 

inside, I just wanted to be shiny…I thought, because of my molestation, that the only way 

I could make it was through my body because actually that’s what they were taking from 
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me all the time anyway.” She entered sex work in order to control her own body and use 

her sexuality as a form of power for herself, not those who abused her. However, her 

involvement in prostitution did not give her power, but eventually led to her arrest and 

imprisonment. Yolanda’s and Brenda’s lives on the street stemmed from past 

victimization and trauma, representing yet another way that women end up in prison for 

reasons directly related to gender violence. 

 

Self-Defense 

The third subtheme is self-defense. By and large, men perpetrate the majority of 

physical violence against women in intimate heterosexual partnerships. According to 

Miller (2005), “more than ten times as many women report that their partners beat them 

up” (p. 19). Additionally, while 4% of murdered men are killed by their intimate partners, 

33% of murdered women are killed by their partners (Miller, 2005, p. 19). When women 

do act or plan to act violently towards their partners, it is mainly in self-defense to protect 

themselves and their children or to escape (Miller, 2005, p. 22-3). Women in this scenario 

represent the battered woman pathway (Simpson, Yahner, and Dugan, 2008). The women 

who commit violent crimes are a small minority of the total population of female 

offenders, however, their presence in the criminal justice system is increasing.  

Along with the war on drugs, public policy regarding domestic violence has also 

slightly affected rates of incarceration for women. The implementation of mandatory pro-

arrest policies (encouraging police arrests in domestic dispute calls) and dual arrest 

policies (arresting both parties in such disputes) has caused a greater increase in women’s 

domestic violence arrests than men’s (Javdani, Sadeh, and Verona, 2011, p. 193; Gilfus, 
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2002, p. 5). Between 1987 and 2000, female arrest rates for domestic violence increased 

more than 500%, while men’s DV arrests have increased 136% (Javdani, Sadeh, and 

Verona, 2011).  

Furthermore, while women perpetrate the minority of violence against partners, 

they are more likely to be punished for it. Despite the fact that men are more likely to 

injure, sexually abuse, control and coerce women in domestic violence disputes, women 

are disproportionately punished in dual arrest cases: “women are more likely to be 

charged with serious charges (i.e., aggravated versus simple assault), have a higher 

proportion of prosecution for felonies, and are more likely to accept guilty pleas than men 

in these contexts,” even though such men are also more likely to have prior criminal 

records (Javdani, Sadeh, and Verona, 2011, p. 195). Men are also more likely to call 

police and press charges against women who assault them (Miller, 2005, p. 20). Such 

policies were implemented to protect battered women, yet they have unfortunately caused 

more women to go to jail or prison when they fight back.   

Rose8, for example, was in an abusive relationship but wanted to escape. During 

her 30-year marriage, she “didn’t wake up one morning without feeling fear.” For several 

years he physically abused her in order to break her down and control her through fear, 

which “was enough to train me like a rat, and I was like a trained rat that spent the rest of 

those thirty years trying to keep him from being mad.” She recalls that, “There was a new 

rule every day, and I never knew what that new rule was going to be. And I would find 

out and then it would be more fear, added on to fear, added on to fear.” They had two 

daughters together, but when her older daughter was around twelve years old, Rose 

                                                        
8 Interview with Rose. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia Education. 

Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/interview_with_rose/ 
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noticed that her husband was treating them both in a similar fashion, in “[t]he spirit of 

control and domination.” Due to the dangerous and controlling dynamics of the 

relationship, though, she was afraid that running away would put her and her children in 

danger. He told Rose that if she tried to leave or file for divorce, he would take her 

daughters from her and “throw me out in the street.” She was afraid and lacking self-

esteem, but felt the need to escape the dangerous relationship. As a result, she, 

recollected, “I came up with the idea to get rid of him.” Rose does not elaborate on her 

plan to “get rid of” her abusive husband, but says that she was caught prior to acting it 

out. Consequently, she accepted a plea bargain and was sentenced to ten years in prison. 

Even though Rose and her children were victims of violence, she was punished for trying 

to protect her children and herself the only way she knew how.  

 Pamela9 was also punished by harsh laws regarding domestic disputes. After she 

had been released from prison, she was trying to turn her life around. She had stopped 

using drugs, rented herself an apartment, and cut herself off from bad influences. Yet, 

harassment from an intimidating man who would not leave her home caused Pamela to 

call the police for self-protection. However, when the police arrived, the man approached 

them and told them about Pamela’s history with drugs and incarceration. Pamela felt she 

had the right to safety in the home where she paid rent and should be protected by the 

police from the man who was bothering her and refused to leave. Yet, when the man told 

the police that Pamela was on parole, the situation escalated: 

So I’m telling the police—I said, “I pay rent here, and I don’t want him here.” …. 

I said, “Because I’m on parole, you telling me that I can’t call the police? You’re 

telling me that I don’t have the right to ask this man to leave my house where I 
                                                        
9 Supra note 3. 
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pay rent at?” And I start getting loud and belligerent. And the police told me I was 

going to jail. So he arrested me.  

Although Pamela called the police to protect herself from harm, she was the one who was 

arrested and incarcerated in this situation. This story exemplifies another way that gender 

violence, even if it is only the threat of violence, can punish women under increasingly 

strict domestic arrest laws. Both Pamela and Rose show how self-defense against violent 

situations creates a pathway to incarceration for women.  

 Overall, these stories portray that violence against women and girls funnels them 

into the criminal justice system in a way that resembles a pipeline. The consequences of 

sexual and gender violence on survivors often leads them to drug addiction, coercion, 

homelessness, survival sex, violent retaliation, or self-defense.  
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Chapter 3: Incarceration Facilitates Gender Violence 

Incarceration increases women’s chances of experiencing violence. Inside prisons 

and jails, female inmates are susceptible to both violent operating procedures and staff-

inflicted physical and emotional violence. In general, female inmates are subject to sexual 

assault from guards (Law, 2012, p. 60). Additionally, sexualized surveillance, strip 

searches, and shackling pregnant inmates are just three examples of operating procedures 

in correctional facilities that are violent against female prisoners. Furthermore, the 

dehumanization and degradation by guards replicates patterns of abuse that many women 

experienced prior to incarceration. These forms of violence against women are extensions 

of patriarchal social control experienced on the outside. 

  

Sexual Assault 

Women in jail and prison are especially vulnerable to violence at the hands of 

prison authorities. While inmate on inmate violence is also a problem, prisoners are far 

more likely to experience sexual violence from prison staff (Law, 2012, p. 60). In a study 

by Blackburn et al. (2008), 17.2% of female inmates reported that they had been sexually 

victimized while in prison (p. 372). However, according to Victoria Law (2012), this 

statistic is far too law. She states, “Sexual aggression and abuse by male prison staff is a 

far greater problem than most are willing to admit. In 1994, the U.S. Department of 

Justice launched an investigation of two women’s prisons in Michigan and found that 

‘nearly every woman … interviewed reported various sexually aggressive acts of 

guards’” (p. 60). An Amnesty International Fact Sheet (2005) on violence against women 

explains why incarcerated women are especially at risk of violence while in custody: 
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“The imbalance of power between inmates and guards is a result of prisoners’ total 

dependency on correctional officers and guards’ ability to withhold privileges and is 

manifest in direct physical force and indirect abuses”.  

For example, the U.S. Department of Justice recently investigated the Julia 

Tutwiler Prison for Women in Alabama and exposed the highly abusive and sexualized 

environment in a January 17, 2014 report by Jocelyn Samuels. The staff-on-prisoner 

sexual abuse and harassment at Tutwiler is so extreme that the women there “universally 

fear for their safety,” while the staff demonstrate “clear deliberate indifference to the 

harm and substantial risk of harm” (Samuels, 2014, p. 1). The list of abuses include rape, 

sodomy, fondling, exposing genitals, forced oral sex, voyeurism, harassment, verbal 

abuse, aggressive and threatening behavior, coerced sex among inmates, and staff-

condoned strip shows (Samuels, 2014, p. 1-2). Prisoners must submit to these sexual 

demands to receive necessities such as sanitary napkins; furthermore, reporting these 

abuses causes more abuse and punishment (Samuels, 2014, p. 1-2). This investigation 

exposed the extensive violence against women perpetuated by staff at just one American 

prison, but undoubtedly this is not the only correctional facility with this environment.  

The Women + Prison interviews exposed the occurrence of sexual abuse and 

harassment by prison authorities in the Chicago area. According to Joanne Archibald10, 

her roommate disclosed that a guard had raped her, but does not go into detail about the 

incident, stating only, “We stayed friends during the whole time, and she actually ended 

up getting raped by one of the guards.” Joanna discloses the sexual assault almost in 

passing- one sentence before moving on to her other experiences at the prison, possibly 

                                                        
10 Supra note 4. 
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exposing the normalness of sexual assault, not exceptional enough to be worthy of much 

explanation.  

Joann Franklin11 claims that during her prison sentence, she witnessed male 

guards taking advantage of female inmates sexually without recourse, especially those 

who inmates located in the Mental Health Unit. She states, “you had the officers messing 

with the females, but they didn’t have nobody to challenge them. And I think they were 

messing with the ones in MHU most of the time.” The sexual abuse taking place among a 

population of inmates with special mental health concerns illuminates the way that power 

operates in a prison environment. The predatory nature of male guards with absolute 

control over female inmates with mental health conditions highlights the domination 

taking place in this context.  

Donna Henry12, on the other hand, goes into more depth when recollecting how 

her cellmate at Dwight Correctional Center and several other inmates were being forced 

by one particular guard to have sex with him and perform other unwanted sex acts. 

Donna remembers that her roommate was constantly afraid and urged Donna to stay in 

their cell for fear that she, too, would be raped. The women who were assaulted by this 

officer were reluctant to come forward at first, even though they knew that many of them 

had similar unwanted sexual experiences. Donna urged her friend to come forward with 

the assault, but described her roommate replying, “If I tell somebody they ain’t gonna 

believe me and something more gonna happen to me.” The group of women finally came 

                                                        
11 Interview with Joann Franklin. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 

Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_joann_franklin/ 

12 Interview with Donna Henry. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. Beyondmedia 
Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_donna_henry/ 
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forward and reported their victimization to counselors at Gateway (a drug rehabilitation 

program), but no recourse was taken against the officer. Instead, the women who reported 

the abuse were put in protective custody. As Donna recalls: 

[I]t was they word against his word against and guess who won? Him… And it 

didn’t matter. It’s just like, to me, when you’re in there with certain officers, you 

might as well just say “rape me.” It’s just another form of it. Because you dressed 

up in that uniform. 

The fear of punishment and the power of the “uniform” caused the inmates to not only 

fear being sexually abused by guards, but also fear what would happen to them if they 

reported the violence, adding another layer to the physical and emotional violence 

women experience while incarcerated.  

 This fear of retaliation that Donna’s roommate feared is a legitimate concern 

among female inmates. Oftentimes, women are punished for reporting incidents of sexual 

assault by being sent to solidarity confinement (Law, 2014). Such was the case for a 

woman incarcerated at the Federal Correctional Institution in Tallahassee, Florida: “After 

the officer ejaculated on her, she took the evidence to the investigative unit. The prison 

responded by placing her in the [Special Housing Unit], then transferring her to a 

different prison,” while nothing happened to the officer (Law, 2014).   

Solitary confinement is a form of violence within itself. Recently, national public 

awareness about the damaging effects of solitary confinement on inmates has led to 

congressional hearings to assess the use of isolation as a form of torture and human rights 

abuse. According to Dr. Stuart Grassian (2006), a psychiatrist with extensive experience 

researching this topic, “Solitary confinement—that is the confinement of a prisoner alone 
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in a cell for all, or nearly all, of the day with minimal environmental stimulation and 

minimal opportunity for social interaction—can cause severe psychiatric harm” (p. 327).  

Solitary confinement can severely exacerbate existing mental conditions, and even cause 

the development of mental illnesses in prisoners without past psychological problems, 

many of which cause permanent damage (Grassian, 2009, p. 329, 332).  Inmates 

subjected to solitary confinement have been known to become depressed, anxious, 

delirious, suicidal, and “violently insane” (Grassian, 2009, p. 329). Yet, isolation is a 

common practice in correctional facilities in the United States.  

 

Sexualized Surveillance 

Voyeurism was a common theme in the interviews. Many reported that one of the 

most difficult aspects of prison life was being forced to bathe and undress under the gaze 

of male guards. For incarcerated women, this technology of control takes a gendered 

shape in the form of sexualized voyeurism. Women are not only constantly under 

surveillance, but their bodies are sexualized and threatened by the male gaze of those 

who control them.  

 According to Michel Foucault in “Panopticism” from Discipline and Punishment 

(1977), the experience of being watching is a penal technology used as a form of social 

control. He argues that with the advancement of civilization, a new type of society has 

emerged wherein the state exerts increasing power over individual citizens by means of 

social controls. These mechanisms of social control originate from two historical public 

health projects: the project of exclusion meant to contain the lepers, and the project of 
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discipline meant to control the plague. In the 19th century, these two projects merged to 

form our current methods of control (Foucault, 1977). 

Modern society is both informed and represented by Benthem’s architectural 

figure called the Panopticon, a circular spatial arrangement that optimizes the separation 

and surveillance of a large group of people around the periphery, each in an individual 

cell, by a singular authoritative disciplinarian in a central tower with total visibility and 

control. Foucault says that these cells “are like so many cages, so many small theatres, in 

which each actor is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible” (Foucault, 

1977). The panoptic schema has developed from merely a feat of interior design into an 

ideology and set of techniques for the state and its agents to control mass populations of 

citizens, especially socially undesirable ones such as criminals and the mentally and 

physically ill. 

In the panoptic society, the state uses two main disciplinary mechanisms to create 

order and maintain control, one of which is surveillance. Under state surveillance, the 

idea of the Panopticon every aspect of citizens’ lives are highly surveilled, policed, and 

regulated. The state takes control over intimate details of individual lives, bodies, and 

behaviors by making sure power is “visible and unverifiable,” meaning the possibility of 

being supervised is ever present (“[t]he gaze is alert everywhere”), yet one can never be 

sure of being observed directly at any given moment (Foucault, 1977). Actions are thus 

regulated by fear of being caught breaking out of social norms and consequently 

punished by the state. This surveillance is one disciplinary technique by which citizens in 

a society are governed. 
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Foucault ends by asserting that panopticism manifests itself almost everywhere, 

but specifically in the modern penal justice system. Modern penality and notions of 

justice are informed by disciplinary techniques and the Inquisition. “The practice of 

placing individuals under 'observation' is a natural extension of a justice imbued with 

disciplinary methods and examination procedures,” he claims (Foucault, 1977). The 

separation and surveillance of individuals by authorities implies that all citizens are guilty 

or potentially guilty of crime, needing constant policing, examining, investigating, and 

“indefinite discipline” (Foucault, 1977). This is how the state uses mechanisms of social 

control in order to maintain power over citizens.  

In a women’s prison, surveillance becomes highly gendered when male 

correctional officers are gazing upon female bodies. Not only are female inmates 

controlled by the constant threat of being watched, but their bodies are also threatened by 

the constant threat of sexual predation. The power that this sexualized surveillance extols 

is one that controls female inmates through intimidation and, ultimately, social control. 

Pamela13 experienced this sexualized surveillance through the voyeurism of 

prison guards. She recalls one incident when she felt a sense of helplessness upon 

discovering a male guard watching her exit the shower: 

I saw—‘cause they don’t have curtains up to windows in Dwight, and the 

windows is real huge, and you standing there just getting out of the shower. And 

ain’t no telling who looking in on you. And I looked up, and this same guard is 

standing outside the window watching me dry off, getting in my clothes. I 

couldn’t say nothing to him. I didn’t want to say nothing to him ‘cause like I said, 

he the police to me. And I didn’t know if that man would mess up me going 
                                                        
13 Supra note 3. 
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home, or what, so I didn’t say anything to him. ‘Cause I didn’t want to mess up. I 

kept it to myself. 

Pamela’s comment closely mirrors Foucault’s panopticon when she states “ain’t no 

telling who looking in on you,” yet prisoners are always aware that they are being 

watched. Plus, like Donna’s roommate, Pamela was also intimidated by the threat of 

retaliation with physical violence, causing her not to report the incident and silently deal 

with the physical and sexual intimidation she experienced while incarcerated.  

Diana14 was also disturbed by the experience of male guards gazing upon her 

naked body, making prison life especially difficult. Diana describes the emotional and 

mental repercussions of being forced to expose her body to prison authorities, making her 

feel humiliated, vulnerable, and helpless. She notes that the prison environment was not 

supportive of her needs and recovery, but instead, “That place broke me down.” Through 

verbal abuse and sexualized voyeurism, Diana explains how prison made her life worse: 

My issue was the way that you’re talked to and the way that you’re treated in a 

place like that. They’re supposed to be there to rehabilitate you, but they make it 

worse because they treat you like you’re not human. They treat you like you’re a 

dog. The things that the officers are allowed to do, you know, to be in the 

dormitories, you know, when we’re changing, that it so humiliating and that’s 

something that I will never forget for the rest of my life is having to… me to be 

naked and be exposed to a stranger. I don’t think I’ll ever forget - I know that I’ll 

never forget that. The way it made me feel, nasty, because he was able to stand 

there and watch and there was nothing I could about it. There was nothing that I 

could say. I just had to deal with it. 
                                                        
14 Supra note 5. 
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While Donna and Diana do not disclose being physically assaulted, the sexualized 

voyeuristic nature of their treatment is not only a form of social control, but a form of 

sexual violence in the context of women’s incarceration.   

 

Strip Searches 

Carceral violence happens on an individual level between prisoners and guards, as 

demonstrated above, but violence against women in prison is also institutional, condoned 

by both public policy and operating procedures. Body cavity searches are one example of 

this violent means of controlling female inmates. In the last few years, under pressure 

from the American Civil Liberties Union, Michigan and Colorado banned invasive strip 

searches in women’s prisons. The ACLU illuminated the humiliating, degrading, and 

traumatizing nature of such searches (American, 2010; American, 2012b). As part of 

standard operating procedure, correctional officers at the Denver Women’s Correctional 

Facility, sometimes using the threat of pepper spray, forced prisoners to “open their labia 

and, according to some reports, even to pull back the skin of their clitorises” (American, 

2010). At the Women’s Huron Valley Correctional Facility in Michigan, this routine 

procedure often occurred “under unsanitary conditions and sometimes in full view of 

other prisoners” (American, 2012b). This procedure often took place needlessly without 

suspicion of concealed contraband.   

The ACLU noted that such searches were especially traumatizing for women who 

were previously victims of sexual assault (American, 2012b). One of these prisoners was 

Lisa Wimbley, whose testimony was featured on the ACLU website (American, 2012a).  

She wrote: 
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For me, this is very similar to the acts that I was forced to perform as a child. 

Touching myself in front of someone is a very painful and personal issue... I feel 

as though I am being raped every time I have a visit and this is done to me, yet I 

endure to have a relationship with my daughters and grandchildren. I should not 

have to choose my dignity or a relationship with my family. 

Lisa’s experience illuminates the violence inherent in prison procedures that are 

particular to female inmates. Her story also shows the connections between gender 

violence in prison and in society, at large.  

While Colorado and Michigan have improved conditions for imprisoned women 

by enacting new strip search policies, the problem with violent operating procedures such 

as these is that they often go unnoticed. Because of the insular and secretive nature of 

many prisons, issues like invasive cavity searches occur on a regular basis without public 

attention. While these states in particular have come under scrutiny, strip searches in 

other states more than likely continue to be gratuitous and traumatic for women prisoners. 

Joanne Archibald15 for instance, describes strip searches during her prison 

sentence in Illinois. While she does not indicate the use of the labia lift, her experience 

was still emotionally painful and denigrating. She recalls: 

[G]oing in this little closet size room with an officer and stripping totally, shaking 

your hair, opening your mouth, showing them the bottom of your feet, bending 

over, squatting and coughing. It just, it was just so degrading, and I will say that 

for a lot of the officers that did that it was degrading for them too, and they 

would…especially if they knew who you were and knew there wasn’t a lot of 

risk, they would kind of go through it quickly, kind of cursory, still doing every 
                                                        
15 Supra note 4. 
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step. But then, there were some who you could almost feel like they enjoyed the 

degradation they were putting you through, and that made it even more difficult. 

Body cavity searches are one mode of violence against women in prison that is 

institutionalized in standard operating procedures.  

 
Shackling Pregnant Inmates 

The shackling of pregnant inmates is another violent standard procedure in many 

prisons. Many pregnant inmates are forced to give birth under dangerous and distressing 

conditions due to handcuffs, shackles, leg irons, and belly chains which are used to 

restrain them. According to the American Civil Liberties Union, incarcerated women and 

their babies do not have access safe and humane birthing conditions in the majority of our 

country’s states were shackling pregnant inmates before, during, and after labor and 

delivery is currently legal (American, n.d.). Recently, several states have passed 

legislation limiting the use of shackles on pregnant women (American, n.d.).  

This practice is inhumane, but it also unconstitutional. Every court in the U.S. that 

has deliberated the shackling of women during labor has found it to be unconstitutional 

(American, 2012c). International law draws similar conclusions. The United Nations 

Resolution regarding Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners also discourages the 

restraint of pregnant inmates, (“United Nations”). Further, by human rights standards, the 

“the routine use of shackles and other restraints on pregnant prisoners, when it is not 

medically advisable, a cruel, inhuman and degrading form of treatment in violation of 

both the UN Convention against Torture and the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights” (The Rebecca Project for Human Rights). 
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 Diana16 entered Cook County Jail when she was seven months into a high-risk 

pregnancy. Upon arrival, she was surprised to see that there were so many pregnant 

women at the facility that there was a special unit for pregnant women, recalling “I was 

just so overwhelmed with emotion because I didn’t think anybody with a heart could lock 

somebody up pregnant.” Despite being diagnosed with toxemia, having high blood 

pressure, crying everyday and making herself sick at the thought of having her baby 

while incarcerated, Diana didn’t see a doctor for her first two weeks in jail. She knew she 

needed medical attention, but had to call family members, who threatened the facility 

with lawyers in order to finally be transported to the hospital.  

 While her situation was bad, the worst part, according to Diana, was the 

experience of being shackled and handcuffed each time she left the jail. It was difficult to 

walk, and embarrassing to be seen by other patients at the hospital. She recalls feeling 

“devastated” and “humiliated” watching parents pull their children away from her while 

she passed by, as if she were “evil” for being a prisoner. Diana was in the last stage of 

pregnancy and she was embarrassed to be seen as a dangerous monster requiring intense 

restraint at the hospital. Furthermore, the restraints used on her were hazardous because 

she hard a hard time keeping her balance while walking, which is especially dangerous 

for a pregnant woman, who could fall and hurt themselves or compromise their 

pregnancy. 

 When she went into labor two weeks later, Diana was not allowed to take off her 

shackles and handcuffs. She describes the painful process of giving birth for 19 hours 

while being shackled to the bed: 
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I couldn’t move. I couldn’t sit up. I couldn’t - I just had to lay there and deal with 

the pain and deal with having an officer next to me telling me to be quiet. When 

they shackled me I had 2 handcuffs. One was on my wrist and the other one was 

attached to the bed. And then I had another shackle and my legs - my ankles were 

so swollen, I don’t even know how they got it closed around my ankle and then 

attached to the bed too. So my leg and my arm were attached to the bed so there 

was no way for me to move and to try and deal with the labor pains. And the 

metal, ‘cuz when you’re swollen, it would just cut into your skin. I had bruises 

after the fact that stood on me for 3 weeks. I mean, purple bruises from my ankle 

and my wrist from them having them shackles and handcuffs on me. Even when I 

had to get an epideral, they didn’t take the shackles and the handcuffs off. I just 

had to bend over and just pray that I could stay in that position while they were 

putting that needle in my back through the whole procedure. Not once did he try 

and loosen them. And the doctor asked him, you know, “Can’t you take them off 

of her? She can’t go nowhere. She can’t walk. She’s not goin’ nowhere.” It’s 

procedure and policy. Can’t do it. 

Despite the fact that Diana’s doctor requested that she be unshackled and that she posed 

no security risk while giving birth, the correctional officer insisted that she remained 

shacked due to “procedure and policy.” These procedures caused Diana significant 

violence against her body and spirit.   

Diana’s childbirth while shackled and handcuffed was not only painful, leaving 

cuts and bruises on her skin and restricting her movement, but it was also traumatic 

enough to cause many complications. During the birth, she broke blood vessels in her 
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uterus and started hemorrhaging, almost to death. Luckily, the medical staff was able to 

stop the hemorrhaging and Diana survived, but not without wondering whether her 

treatment as an inmate caused her to almost die on the operating table, exposing the 

unnecessary violence that is procedurally enacted on pregnant women while incarcerated.  

 

Dehumanization and Degradation 

 Many women from the Women + Prison interviews discuss the inhumane and 

dehumanizing treatment they experienced inside prison and how it made them feel. One 

common theme that emerged from their interviews was the characterization of their 

treatment at the hands of guards in animalistic terms. These women compare their 

treatment in prison to the ways that animals are treated, making them feel disrespected, 

humiliated, and less than human.  

Donna Henry17 explains that she was treated worse that necessary during her 

sentence. From verbal abuse, to the clothes she was forced to wear, to the prison 

environment itself, Donna experienced excessively inhumane treatment. She recollects 

first entering the correctional facility in handcuffs linked to other prisoners, and being 

told that they are to follow the rules of the guards “no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Your 

rights are really gone.” Donna attempted treating the guards with respect despite being 

under their control, but  “they still treat you like crap….Talk to you like your dog—‘shut-

up!’ that ain’t how you talk to nobody, I don’t care what we do or how we do it. We still 

ain’t got to be treated like that.” Donna likens her treatment to that of a dog, noting the 

verbal abuse that she endured, along with the disrespectful ways that she and her fellow 

inmates were treated.  
                                                        
17 Supra note 11. 
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Hilda Berghammer18 recalled what her living space was like while she was in 

prison. Her cell consisted of two bunks, a toilet, and a “little bitty sink” in a room all 

made of metal and concrete. Describing what it felt like to use the toilet in a shared space, 

she said, “Well, it’s pretty degrading, kind of primitive, like an animal. You may as well 

just squat anywhere. But, you had no choice. And um… It’s not just using the toilet in 

front of your roommate, but it’s the showering” The living conditions Hilda described 

made her feel less than human, as though she were treated like an animal. Forced to 

defecate, urinate, and bathe in the presence of others was degrading, making her prison 

experience difficult on a personal and inter-personal level. For women, in particular, 

matters of personal hygiene are intensified by menstruation. The lack of privacy afforded 

to prisoners can be especially humiliating for women who must not only use the restroom 

for the purposes of excreting waste, but also attending to vaginal discharge in cases of 

vaginal infections, and regularly changing sanitary napkins. 

Additionally, the degradation and dehumanization inside prison is especially 

problematic for female inmates because of the high rates of violence experienced prior to 

serving their sentences. Inevitably, bringing with them histories of abuse and trauma, 

female offenders who are survivors of violence enter correctional facilities with different 

notions of self than do their male counterparts who are less likely to have been 

victimized. Such past experiences often result in a diminished sense of self worth. 

Women who have been abused as children and/or adults are known to experience “a 

weak sense of self, feelings of guilt or shame, and deprivation,” along with “low self-

esteem, a sense of powerlessness or worthlessness, and self-blame” (Dirks, 2004, p. 105).  
                                                        
18 Interview with Hilda Berghammer. (n.d.) Women + Prison: A Site for Resistance. 

Beyondmedia Education. Retrieved from http://womenandprison.org/interviews/view/ 
interview_with_hilda_berghammer/ 
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Once on the inside, survivors’ low conceptions of self are intensified by prison 

structures. Repressive prison power dynamics exacerbate debilitating symptoms of past 

trauma, revictimizing and retraumatizing abused women (Dirks, 2004, p. 106-7). In 

Wally Lamb’s (2009) anthology of short stories from incarcerated women, for instance, 

Barbara Parsons writes that she entered prison as a survivor of intimate partner violence. 

As she described, “the prison environment mirrors the abusive environment I was used 

to” (p. 3539-40). Personal experience such as Barbara’s reveals how the prison is an 

extension of gendered violence, and academics agree. Marcus-Mendoza (2004) argues 

that prison “creat[es] a patriarchal social structure and recreat[es] the harmful relational 

dynamics often experienced during the inmates’ violent past” (p. 54). According to Dirks 

(2004), “prison life is apt to simulate the abuse dynamics already established in these 

women’s lives” (p. 102). Lawston (2008), too, says that the prison system is “an iteration 

of the type of abuse that incarcerated women suffered outside prison walls” (p. 10).  

As an example, in domestic violence situations, abusive partners, along with 

physical abuse, mentally break down their victims’ self esteem in order to control them. 

Abusers “systematically denigrate and criticize women, destroying their confidence and 

efficacy for identifying and pursuing… opportunities… and creating a different life for 

themselves and their children” (Chronister, 2007, p.707). Correctional environments 

arguably do the same. Former Egyptian prisoner Nawal El Saadawi (1994/1986) wrote 

about her experience of entering the prison for the first time, when she was processed as a 

detainee and felt herself transformed into something different than before. She described, 

“I no longer had my first or last name, or my own personality. I became ‘Detainee No. 

1536’” (p. 24). According to Foucault’s “Subject and Power” (1983), this type of action 
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is an intentional tactic of the state to remove individuality and prescribe subjectivity from 

prisoners. The erasure of individuality is a technology of power used to control the 

actions of individuals by transforming them into a subject, much like the emotional abuse 

tactic used by perpetrators of domestic violence. 

Several of the interviewed women made these explicit comparisons between their 

prison experiences and their relationships with men. Pamela19, for instance, likened 

prison to her experience as a sex worker under the control of a pimp. She says, “Prison is 

just a place where whole people use and make money off what they are working…it’s 

like being with a man, like a pimp. You go out there, get my money.” Pamela’s 

comparison makes clear the ways that social control dominates the lives of women in a 

society controlled by men, whether in prison or on the streets. In both situations, women 

are oppressed, exploited, and unable to control their own lives and destinies.  

Similarly, Diana20 saw the control of her abuse enacted through the prison system. 

She explains how her abusive partner (whose crime sent her to prison, as described 

earlier) continued to dominate her life while she was incarcerated. She recollects, “I 

became real angry again because I felt like he was still controlling me.” Not only was she 

locked up and ripped from her children and freedom due to his mistakes, but she also felt 

controlled in similar ways. In both her abusive relationship and while incarcerated, she 

describes, “I could never go to school, I could never have a job, I could never do anything 

to better myself.” In both environments, Diana was unable to take control of her own life, 

but held back by powerful and oppressive forces. 

                                                        
19 Supra note 3. 
20 Supra note 5. 
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There are many ways that violence acts as a system of the social control of 

women at the carceral level. A combination of sexual assault by male guards, prison 

policies such as surveillance, shackling, strip searches, and dehumanizing treatment and 

conditions reveal the ways that women endure violence while they are incarcerated. For 

women in particular, this violence mirrors their experiences prior to their incarceration, 

highlighting the ways that women are marginalized and controlled in a patriarchal 

society. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

As the interviews of previously incarcerated women demonstrate, there are clear 

connections between gender violence and incarceration for women. When they 

experience sexual and domestic abuse, women often turn to drugs, street life, and/or self-

defense, which ultimately send many of them to prison. Due to the links between trauma, 

mental health, drugs, crime, women are being sent to prison more rapidly than any other 

time in history and more in the U.S. than any other place in the world. This is not because 

of an increase in women’s crime, but due to changes in public policy.  

The interviewed women also discussed violence behind bars at length, 

representing a noteworthy theme in their lives. Comparing the system of violence against 

women and the criminal justice system reveals some significant overlaps. As 

demonstrated, many feminist scholars identify prison as an extension of gender violence, 

since both abusive partners and the prison system keep women subordinate in a 

patriarchal society.  

Importantly, the incarceration of women has serious consequences for the 

neighborhoods and families they leave behind. Sometimes described as the ‘glue’ that 

holds communities together, women are largely responsible for organizing and 

maintaining community networks and social ties, especially in areas that have been 

disrupted and disorganized by the mass incarceration of men (Kruttschnitt, 2010, p. 33-

4). Women are also largely the main caretakers of children and elderly relatives. Between 

1990 and 2000, the number of children with a mother in prison doubled (Kruttschnitt, 

2010, p. 34). Research specifically on the effects of maternal imprisonment for children is 

limited, but we do know that parental incarceration has severe consequences for 
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children’s education, criminal involvement, mental health, future employment, and drug 

use (Kruttschnitt, 2010, p. 36). Overall, removing women from communities can 

sometimes have more devastating effects than the removal of men.   

Consequently, laws regarding drug crime, sex work, and self-defensive violence 

need to be reevaluated and revamped. Policies that criminalize and punish women for 

their own victimization and means of survival do not rehabilitate female offenders and 

are ineffective at solving crime. Instead, resources such as mental health counseling, drug 

counseling, and other social and financial resources must be available to survivors of 

violence. Locking survivors behind bars is unacceptable, especially because they are 

subject to further abuse in corrections settings.   

Although violence and incarceration seem to entrap women in a cycle of social 

control, there are ways to break this pattern.  Here, I will present several suggested 

responses and solutions to the complicated cycle of violence and incarceration.  These 

strategies are meant to help women on three levels: preventing incarceration, in-prison 

care, and support upon release.   

 

Preventing Incarceration 

Harm-reduction versus criminalization. Instead of sending drug using battered 

women to prison or jail, we should implement harm reduction intervention strategies. 

Emi Koyoma (2006) argues that law enforcement tends to criminalize drug abusers, but 

that harm reduction is much more effective (p. 218). Harm reduction considers the 

individual and community needs in order to “meet[] drug users where they are at”  

(Koyoma, 2006, p. 218). Such strategies can also be effective when used with survivors 
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in order to more humanely and respectfully help survivors escape and stay out of abusive 

relationships. Implementing the harm reduction framework, then, may be useful in 

limiting the amount of women who are imprisoned for crimes that occur because of 

violence. Helping women, instead of incarcerating them, is a better alternative. 

Clemency for survivors. As described above, self-defense is one pathway to 

incarceration for survivors of intimate partner violence. The court systems, however, are 

generally inconsiderate of this issue and largely do not take abuse into account in 

criminal trails against women offenders (VanNatta and Byrne). Granting clemency for 

women defending themselves against abuse is one way to prevent incarceration and stop 

this vicious cycle. The Illinois Clemency Project for Battered Women provides a good 

example of a coalition working to make the issue of self-defense in domestic violence 

cases known (VanNatta and Byrne). A group of progressive lawyers, feminist law 

professors, and representatives from domestic violence shelters work with battered 

women in prison to file for group clemencies, making their petitions somewhat more 

successful than filing individual petitions (VanNatta and Byrne). With this strategy, they 

have also been able to garner some public attention of the injustice that battered women 

face in the criminal justice system. 

 

In-Prison Care 

Gender-responsive treatment. Because the female prison population is small 

compared to the male prison population, most programming like drug treatment is 

centered on the needs of men (Blackburn et al., 2008, p. 352). However, women have a 

unique set of concerns and needs inside prison walls that drastically differ from men’s, 
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such as consequences of their high rates of lifetime sexual victimization (Blackburn et al., 

2008, p. 352). According to Saxena et al. (2014), “women offenders with a history of 

abuse are in need of more specialized treatment than standard models of care” such as 

trauma-informed components and environments free of judgment (p. 418). Male-oriented 

prison programs do not take into account the link between abuse, mental health, and drug 

use that is particular to female offenders (Saxena et al., 2014, p. 419).   

Trauma-informed care and gender responsive treatment (GRT) is known to be 

effective for reducing symptoms of PTSD and depression, as well as successfully treating 

drug abuse (Saxena et al., 2014, p. 420). As White (2008) notes, “recognizing that there 

are legitimate gender differences is not only politically correct, but it is imperative in the 

care and custody of society's female prisoners” (p. 312). Thus, gender responsive services 

that acknowledge this connection are needed in prison so that drug treatment programs 

can effectively help women recover from their addictions and cope with their histories of 

abuse. 

 The problem however, is the lack of access to treatment services in correctional 

facilities (Richie, 2001, p. 375). According to Kruttschnitt (2010), “Prison programs that 

might address these [drug and mental health] needs are nearly absent since state budgets 

have been sharply cut in the recession, and state legislators want to make it clear that the 

prisons they are running are not ‘country clubs for cons’” (p. 37). Women who are behind 

bars require access to such programs in order to end the cycle of violence, incarceration, 

and recidivism. Implementing programs that are gender-specific in correctional facilities 

is needed to break the cycle of social control. 
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Support Upon Release 

Community-Based, Gender-Responsive Reentry Programs. According to a 

National Institute of Justice study, “women returning to the community after serving time 

in prison have extremely high levels of need” (Garcia and Ritter, 2012, p. 23). Therefore, 

re-entry resources and programs are necessary to support transition into to community 

upon release; but, like in-prison treatment, reentry services must be gender-responsive 

and are most effective when they are community based, meaning the services and 

frameworks are tailored to the specific needs of the community they serve (Wellesley 

Centers for Women, 2010, p. 24; McLean, Robarge, and Sherman, 2005, p. 24; O’Brien 

and Young, 2006).  

In both abusive relationships and prison settings, physical, sexual, and emotional 

violence are at play to harm women’s bodies and hinder their access to independence. 

Both systems control women, keeping them in a subordinate, oppressed position relative 

to their intimate partners and the state. For poor women and women of color who are 

subject to higher rates of violence and incarceration, the systemic social control is 

especially oppressive and marginalizing in a patriarchal society. The words and 

experiences of women illuminate these connections, showing us that in a between 

violence at home, on the streets, in prison, and beyond, “it’s just not safe—not for a 

girl.”21  

 

 

 

 
                                                        
21 Supra note 6.  
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