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RESISTERS
Both inside and out, women are taught
that they are helpless and unable to
change their circumstances. Women in
prison have a hidden history of
resistance and organizing which
challenges this presumption. Our
goal is to encourage and support their
empowerment, resistance and organizing.

Our vision:

--raise visibility of women prisoners in

general

--open communication to and with women in

prison

--put out "Tenacious,” a quarterly zine

of writings and art by women in prison

--provide resource lists to incarcerated

women
--form emergency response network for

women prisoners, their issues and their

struggles
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spokesmen and leaders, the prisoners’ rights movement focuses
on men to speak for the masses. Such neglect leads to the
definition of prison issues as masculine and male-dominated,
dismissing prison issues which are distinctly feminine (i.e. the
scarcity of sanitary hygiene products, the lack of medical care
specifically for women, especially prenatal care, threats of
sexual abuse by guards, etc.) and thus any actions which
women take to address and overcome these concerns. Thus,
researchers and scholars do not search out acts of defiance
among the growing female prison population.'’ For instance,
on 28 August 1974, inmates at Bedford Hills protested the
beating of a fellow inmate 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 men's prisons were
called to suppress the uprising, injuring twenty-five women
and that twenty-four women were transferred to Matteawan
Complex for the Criminally Insane without the required
commitment hearings."” Because it lasted only two-and-a-half
hours, no one was killed and the story was relegated to a
paragraph buried in the back pages of The New York Times,
the “August Rebellion" is seen as less dramatic than the Attica
Rebellion." The women at Bedford Hills also did not have the
opportunity to contact media, big-name supporters and
politicians as the men at Attica did. Thus, the "August
Rebellion" is easily overlooked by those seeking information
on prisoner protests and disruptions.

Similarly, women in a California prison held a

“Christmas riot” in 1975: Protesting the cancellation of family
haliday visits and holiday packages, inmates gathered in the
yard, broke windows, made noise and bumed Christmas trees
in a "solidarity” bonfire."” Even more recently, following the
1995 rebellions at Talladega, Allenwood and other federal
male prisons, the Federal Correctional Institute at Dublin,
California, along with every other federal facility, was placed
under lockdown. Despite the fact that there had been no
disturbances at the prison, FCI Dublin remained under
lockdown all weekend and women were forced to go to work
that Monday under lockdown conditions. To voice their
protest, women began staying away from meals and, that night,
set simultaneous trash can fires in all of the units.
Approximately seventy women were senl to administrative
segregation and charged with arson and "engaging in a group
demonstration."'® However, because no one had threatened
violence, these acts of disruption is even more easily
overlooked by those researching prison disturbances.

Juanita Diaz-Cotto stated that she was moved to record
post-Attica prisoner activism among Latinas in New York State
after volunteering at a women’s prison: “Just as women in the
outside community struggle daily to change conditions we
perceive to be oppressive, there have always been groups of
women who have organized within prison walls to try to
change conditions."”” However, just as much of the research
on women's issues downplays the role of women themselves in
challenging, if not changing, oppressive social policy and
practice, most research on women prisoners and their concerns

do not share Diaz-Cotto’s concern for documenting women as
active agents of social change.
> Diaz-Cotto argues that social scientists studying women
prisoners "highlight the role played by women's prison family
groups and kinship networks, almost to the complete exclusion
of other types of prisoner organization.”'* The emphasis on
prison families not only substitutes for research into inmate
resistance but also reinforces the stereotype that women's sole
concern is to maintain their traditional gender roles."” Diaz-
Cotto has also observed that, after the 1971 Attica Rebellion,
the prevalence and importance of prison families declined as
prisoner groups and social services for female inmates
emerged.” Similar to the overlooking of prisoner activism in
favor of outside prisoner rights’ movements, research on
women prisoners overwhelmingly favors details of prison
family and kinship networks over the more painstaking task of
searching out and documenting the less visible instances of
resistance. This becomes a self-perpetuating cycle: by
highlighting the various family and kinship networks to the
exclusion of other forms of organization, scholars give the
impression that this is the only form of organizing within
women's prisons, not only silencing the voice of women
prisoner activists but also paving the way for others to do the
same. Such emphasis also overestimates the prevalence and
«influence of prison families. While Barrilee Bannister
confirms that these "families" still exist, she states that there
are "very few here in Oregon” and that “others kind of frown
on it—being [that] everyone sees them stab one another in the
back alot of times, or they fall out.""

Bannister also acknowledges that the lack of numbers is
also an obstacle to forming a women's movement behind bars.
Male prisoners, on the other hand, have more than sufficient
numbers o organize inmate-led movements within their
facilities. Women prisoners not only lack a visible movement,
but they are often neglected by their male counterparts:
Despite its large membership, the Missouri Prison Labor
Union, a five thousand member organization of Missouri male
prisoners and outside supporters which advocates minimum
wage and decent working conditions for all prisoner workers,
has no women inmates as members. Only in 2001, four years
after its formation, have its organizers attempted to outreach
them and address their issues.”

Women prisoners also lack a common history of
resistance. While male prisoners have the example of George
Jackson, the Attica uprising and other well-publicized cases of
prisoner activism, women remain unaware of precedents
relevant to them. Both Dawn Amos, imprisoned in Canon
City, Colorado, and a woman incarcerated in Illinois have
remarked that illiteracy also plays a role in women's 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."” Amos’s observation echoes that of

evidence of tampering with medical files in preparation for the
assessors’ visits, the Department of Health Services’ reports
citing CCWF’s failure to comply with regulations, and the
CDC's failure to retest prisoners who had received fraudulent
lab results, the plaintiffs’ attorneys submitted a motion to
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Despite these dangers, women continue to be shackled
in the name of security. In an interview with Amnesty
International, one woman described giving birth while an
inmate in Chicago. Her legs were shackled together during
labor and, when she was ready to birth, “the doctor called for
the officer, but the officer had gone down the hall. No one else
could unlock the shackles, and my baby was coming but I
couldn’t open my legs."

In addition to medical ignorance/neglect by staff,
women who have given birth are not only immediately
separated from their newborns, but, in the name of security, are
sometimes subjected to vaginal exams despite the risk of
infection.’

Pregnancy is not the only specifically female medical
concern ignored by prison officials. Prevention, screening,
diagnosis, care, pain alleviation and rehabilitation for breast
cancer are virtually non-existent in prisons. In 1998, a study at
an unnamed Southem prison found that seventy percent of the
women who should have had mammograms under standard
medical protocol had not been tested. Although many of the
women were at high risk because of family histories, they were
not provided with a clinical breast exam, information or basic
education on self-examination upon admittance.*

Not only are the particular health care needs of women
ignored or dismissed, but health care in general is often
inadequate or life-threatening.” Darlene Dixon recalled her
visit to.a private clinic contracted by the prison: "There was no
disposable paper on the table to create a sanitary barrier
between my body and the examipation table. The room was
basically in disarray; there were spilled liquids on the counter
tops as well as debris on the floor." In the restroom was a sink
filled with "soiled and bloody tubes, lids and bottles. Even
more disturbing were the clean ones located on top of the toilet
mm:r beside it. It rapidly became apparent to me that these
items were being washed and reused.”"

In February 2000, Wisconsin prisoner Michelle Greer
suffered an asthma attack and asked to go to the Health
Services Unit (HSU). When the guard and captain on duty
contacted the nurse in charge, he did not look at Greer's
medical file, simply instructing her to use her inhaler (which
was not working). Half an hour later, Greer's second request to

go to HSU was also ignored. Afier another half hour, Greer
was told to walk to HSU but collapsed en route. When the
nurse in charge arrived, it was without a medical emergency
box or oxygen. A second nurse arrived with the needed
emergency box, but again with no oxygen. Forty-five minutes
after her collapse (and less than two hours after her initial plea
for medical help), Greer died."'

In addition, illiteracy and poor literacy can be an
obstacle (o obtaining medical care. As Ellen Richardson, an
inmate at Valley State Prison for Women (VSPW) in
California, testified: "The medical staff triage [is] based on
how the patient states her symptoms on paper.” This procedure
ignores the fact that the average literacy level at VSPW is less
than ninth grade, that over seven hundred women have less
than a sixth-grade reading level and that approximately one
hundred are illiterate or speak English as a second language.

1

~That is not enough for medical staff to let her see a doctor.

-

“A woman may have extreme stomach pain and cramping, but
only have the literacy level to write, ‘I have a tummy ache.’
wil

However, women have been active about trying to
change their sometimes life-threatening medical neglect. The
most successful and well-known prisoner-initiated project
organized around health care is the AIDS Counseling and
Education Project (ACE) at Bedford Hills. AIDS is the leading
cause of death among U.S. prisoners, being five to ten times
more prevalent in prison than in the outside society."’ In 1999,
the New York State Department of Health found that the rate
of HIV infection among women entering the New Yark State
Correctional Facilities was nearly twice that of their male
counterparts.'* In 1987, women at the maximum-security
Bedford Hills Correctional Facility in New York, motivated by
watching their friends die of AIDS and by the social ostracism
and fear of people with AIDS, started ACE."

ACE founders hoped to educate and counsel their
fellow inmates about HIV/AIDS as well as help to care for
women with AIDS in the prison infirmary. While the prison
superintendent, Elaine Lord, gave the group permission for the
project, ACE continually faced staff harassment and
administrative interference. For instance, because both Kathy
Boudin and Judith Clark, alleged members of the Weather
Underground, were active ACE members, the group was
constantly monitored and sometimes prevented from officially
meeting. The fear that the one-lo-one peer counseling sessions
would lead to inmate organizing and the staff's own ignorance
and fear of HIV/AIDS led to staff harassment and interference.
Educators from the Montefiore Hospital holding training
sessions were banned from the facility for suggesting that the
Department of Correctional Services lift its ban on dental dams
and condoms.'® A year after its formation, ACE members were
prohibited from meeting at its regular time, to use its meeting
room, give educational presentations or to refer to themselves
as "counselors.”"

Despite these setbacks. the members of ACE not only
managed to implement and continue their program, but also
received a grant for a quarter million dollars from the AIDS
Institute and wrote and published a book detailing the group's
history and its positive impact on women with AIDS as a guide
for other prison AIDS programs. One interesting aspect is that
despite ACE's success, male prisoners attempting to set up
similar programs at their facilities continue to meet with
administrative resistance and retaliation.

Other women political prisoners have also focused on
the AIDS crisis behind bars. Marilyn Buck, for example,
started an AIDS education and prevention program in
California.”® In 1994, three HIV-positive inmates at Central
California Women's Facility began a peer-education program
encompassing not only HIV and AIDS, but also other sexually
wransmitted diseases, tuberculosis and Hepatitis C."" However,
with the exception of ACE at Bedford Hills, researchers and
scholars have either largely ignored these programs or
overlooked the difficulties and administrative harassment faced
by those organizing around HIV/AIDS issues In prison.
Women have also worked individually and without the

" Richie, Beth E. Tsenin, Kay. Widom, Cathy Spatz. "Female
Offenders, Pornography and Prostitution, Child Abuse and
Neglect.” U.S. Department of Justice Research Forum:
Research on Women and Girls in the Justice System. Volume

3. 1999,

10 [ etter from Dwight Correctional Center. Dated 20 March
2002.

1! Faith, Karlene. "The Politics of Confinement and
Resistance: The Imprisonment of Women." Criminal
Injustice: Confronting the Prison Crisis. Ed. Elihu Rosenblatt.
South End Press, 1998. 168.

" Radical scholar Nancy Kurshan, in acknowledging the lack
of documentation around women prisoners’ activism, argues,
“We do not believe that is because resistance does not occur,
but rather because those in charge of documenting history have
a stake in burying this herstory. Such 2 herstory would
challenge the patriarchal ideology that insists that women are,
by nature, passive and docile." She then cites instances of
resistance and rebellion in womnen's prisons from the Civil War
period to the 1970s.

1 Diaz-Cotto, Juanita. Gender, Ethnicity, and the State:
Latina and Latino Prison Politics. Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 1996.324-5.

“ The New York Times' coverage of the "August Rebellion”
was all of one paragraph on page 33 on 30 August 1974 and
another short paragraph on page 51 on 10 October 1974. That
the Times also characterized the cause of the uprising as a fight
between tworinmates dismisses the notion that the women
involved im.d.w_.o—nm::m the staff’s treatment of them.

IS Faith, Karlene. Unruly Women: The Politics and
Confinement of Resistance. Vancouver. Press Gang
Publishers, 1993. 235.

* prison Law Project, National Lawyers Guild. “re:
Alert—Intervention and Aid for Women at FCI Dublin in

California.” E-mail to Prison Activist Resource Center listserv.

| November 1995.
" Diaz-Cotto, Xiv.

" Ibid, 5. g
1" For more infaormation on prison family groups among
women, see Angela Davis's autobiography, Joycelyn Pollock-
Byme's Women, Prison and Crime, and Diaz-Cotto. However,
according to Diaz-Cotto, the existence of such prison family
groups did, in some instances, facilitate inmate organizing:
“While individual prisoners might not care much about
organizing to reform prison conditions, when requested to do
so by other family members, they typed petitions, translated

_ grievances, collected evidence of guard abuses, and passed

IS

messages 1o prisoners 1n other housing areas.” (Diaz-Cotto,
302)

® piaz-Couo. “Re/Constructing Intimacy and Sexuality.”
2 | etter from Barrilee Bannister. Dated 20 April 2002.

2 1 eyer from Jerome White-Bey. Dated 4 November 2000.
2 Letter from Dawn Amos. Dated 15 March 2002.

 Letter from Dwight Correctional Center. Dated 2 January
2002.

5 | etter from Oregon Women's Correctional Center.

% [ etter from Kebby Warner. Dated 29 April 2001. In many
radical and prison abolition wnitings, especially those found in
zines (underground publications), “America” is spelt

" Amerikkka" to signify the country’s institutional racism.

7 4 D." "re: Women Prisoners’ Resistance.” E-mail to the
author. 2 May 2002.

# Boudin, Kathy. "Participatory Literacy Education Behind
Bars: AIDS Opens the Door.” Harvard Educational Review
63, 2. Summer 1993. 209.

¥ One issue particular to female inmates is the distribution of
sanitary napkins. For instance, in New York State prisons,
each inmate is allocated a set number of napkins per year.
Because of the scarce supply, many women are forced to reuse
and share them. (Human Rights Watch Women's Project. All
Too Familiar: Sexual Abuse of Women in U.S. State Prisons.
Washington, DC: Human Rights Watch, 1996. Cites interview
with Rhea S. Mallet, The Correctional Association of New
York. 30 January 1996.) .

% Both Barrilee Bannister and Dawn Amos, white women,
were sentenced under their respective states’ mandatory
minimum laws for violent crimes, and are only two of many
women who contradict the stereotype of the young, black, male
predator. However, in Bannister’s case, her ineligibility of
sentence reduction for “good behavior” gives her little to lose
for speaking out : "They really can’t do much to me other than
keep writing me up—Kkecp me in seg longer and fining me.
They can't break my spirit or freedom of speech.” (Letter from
Barrilee Bannister. Postmarked 7 January 2002). In
California, fifty-four percent of the women in prison were
sentenced for drug offenses in comparison to thirty-eight
percent of the state’s total population. In Minnesota, twenty-
seven percent of women in prison were sentenced for drug
offenses in comparison to five percent of the state’s total
population. (The Sentencing Project. "Executive Summary.
Gender and Justice : Women, Drugs and Sentencing Policy.”
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