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PREFACE

Historically, scholars have investigated many facets of the
American correctional system. The focus, however, has been pri-

marily on adult male inmates. In fact, until recently, few empirical
studies focused on women in prison, in part because people assumed
that there was little variation between the prison experience of male
and female offenders. In the last few years, though, a number of stud-
ies have demonstrated that there are fundamental differences between
male and female prisoners in a never constant penal system. 

While the application of a more holistic and sound investigated
approach has resulted in groundbreaking discoveries, the experiences
of female offenders continue to be far less studied (vis-à-vis their male
counterparts), resulting in a shortsighted profile of female offenders in
the American penal system. Only a decade ago, Barbara Owen noted
in her classic study, In the Mix (1998:viii), that even though the prison
population for both women and men has soared since the 1970’s, 

[N]o American criminologist or sociologist has reported a full-length study of
ethnographic research conducted in a women’s prison. With the exception of
journalist accounts of women’s experiences in jails and prisons . . . and fiction-
al accounts . . . there have been few academic, qualitative treatments of life in
women’s prisons. 

Methodologically, existing studies generally fall into four categories:
(1) the sample of participants is limited to a selected group of female
inmates within a few facilities (normally one or two) and not the whole
facility; (2) if entire facilities are selected, the sample is restricted to
one or two state facilities and not the entire Department of Correc-
tions; (3) studies tend to focus on African American and Caucasian
inmates, giving little attention to other racial and ethnic groups, such
as Latinas, Native Americans, and Hmong; and (4) in each case, stud-
ies tend to focus on specific issues such as safety or the relationship
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between inmates and correctional officers. Consequently, there has
been a need for more comprehensive studies of female offenders for
three fundamental reasons: (1) imperative research gaps remain to be
bridged; (2) the female prison experience is not constant; and (3)
prison rates for female offenders, especially minority offenders, have
increased considerably in the last few years. 

Seeking to avoid a partial or distorted description of life behind
bars, a central goal of this book, then, is to provide a balance to the
existing literature and research on female prisoners in the United
States and, to an extent, abroad, focusing primarily (but not exclusive-
ly) on female offenders and using data gathered from the Wisconsin
Department of Corrections, which has undergone drastic institutional
changes since we entered the twenty-first century in 2000. With the
objective of providing a holistic profile of the typical female prisoner,
this book utilizes a comprehensive investigative approach by equating
the experience of female offenders by the totality of circumstances
within an historical, institutional, political, and ideological context.
Likewise, instead of focusing on a selected group of inmates based on
demographic factors, such as race, ethnicity, age, or size, every
Wisconsin female prisoner who wished to participate in the investiga-
tion was included in the study. The critical objective is to offer an
inclusive analysis of the things that are considered by female inmates
to be the most significant before, during, and after their incarceration,
as a way of better understanding the reasons that led to their first incar-
ceration as well as subsequent incarcerations. 

In sum, this book provides an in-depth perspective of the simultane-
ous interaction of historical, structural, religious, cultural, political, and
ideological factors that shape and reshape the experiences of women
before, during, and after their incarceration. Understanding the many
challenges facing female inmates requires an appreciation of the rela-
tionship between inmates, correctional officers, and, by extension,
society. This undertaking should also be viewed as a call not only for
the American society but the International community to openly and
honestly discuss and, hopefully, resolve a social and historical issue
that continues to be persistent and, in a sense, embarrassing in a mod-
ern, wealthy, and democratic society. Finally, as we process into the
twenty-first century, our mission is to go beyond the question of race,
ethnicity, color, class, gender, crime, and prison to a level of safety,
efficiency, and universal justice by providing a series of policy recom-
mendations throughout the book, particularly in the concluding chap-
ter and the Epilogue. 

A Comprehensive Study of Female Offendersviii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Inevitably, it would have been impossible to conduct the research
and write this book without the everlasting patience, advice, and

unconditional support of many honest, loyal, and dedicated people.
To begin with, my most sincere gratitude goes to the Milwaukee
County House of Corrections and the Wisconsin Department of Cor-
rections. In particular, of the Milwaukee County House of Correc-
tions, I thank Jan Brylow and Lt. Lammers. With DOC, my thanks go
to Kevyn Radcliffe, Marianne Cooke, Pamela Brandon, Anthony
Streveler, Jodine Deppisch, William Pollard, Theodore Harig, Mary
Dolan, Carrie Spranger, Lawrence Mahoney, Beverly Lewis-Moses,
Sergeant Gipsin, and Sergeant Turluck. This book would never have
come to fruition without their approval, assistance, perseverance, and
sagacious advice during the early stages of the research investigation. 

I would like to thank Debbie Evans for reviewing the questionnaire
for language adequacy as well as Caitlen Daniels and Lana Kane for
their valuable recommendations regarding the relationships between
female inmates and their children. Y claro, my sincere appreciation
goes to LeAnne Delsart for coordinating, with masterful skill, the logis-
tics of the research project. Even during the most difficult moments of
the lengthy research process, LeAnne managed to mobilize the
research team in a positive direction. 

I also extend my gratitude to my research assistants who participat-
ed in the data-gathering process: Jesse Fritz, Melissa McKay, Azael
Brodhead, Rachel Dobrauc, Maria Rentas-Rodriguez, Kathleen
Salmon, Kurt Mauer, Meighan Flannigan, and Scott Canevit. These
research assistants not only expressed a sincere interest in the project,
but indicated having gained, in addition to a memorial experience, a
better understanding and an appreciation for the study of female
offenders. I would like to thank Gloria Brumley and David Schmidt
who cheerfully worked late hours assisting with final details. Adding

ix



more work to her tight schedule, Gloria Brumley insisted on getting
things done to perfection, always with a polite smile and refreshing
laugh. 

Con carino, respecto y solidaridad, gracias al Doctor Adalberto
Aguirre (University of California-Riverside), Doctor L. Thomas
Winfree (New Mexico State University), Doctor Felipe de Ortego y
Gasca (Western New Mexico University), Doctor Ruben Martinez
(Michigan State University), Doctor Carl E. Pope (University of
Wisconsin-Milwaukee), and Doctor Rick Ruddell (Eastern Kentucky
University) for their words of wisdom, compassion, and love during
uncertain and tearful moments. Not only am I forever indebted to you
for never losing confidence in me, but for encouraging me to contin-
ue with my research and publication. 

My profound appreciation also goes to Sara Nieling for coauthoring
the Epilogue with me and for assisting with the editorial process the
day before going into the hospital to give birth to her first child: Isabel
Margaret Nieling. And, of course, I’ve like to acknowledge Doctors
Barbara Bloom, Carl Pope, and Rick Ruddell, who reviewed the man-
uscript, for their divine kindness and wisdom. I am confident that their
valuable recommendations have enriched the final product. 

Mil gracias para Howard College for the analytical and emotional
support. I am pleased and honored with the high level of profession-
alism, understanding, and compassion that I have received from my
colleagues. In particular, I thank Doctor Cheryl Sparks, Terry Hansen,
Doctor Amy Burchett, Doctor Jamie Park, Carol Hanes, Linda
Conway, Javier Flores, Linda Keeney, Amber Buske, Cynthia Weeks,
Erin MacKenzie, Julie Neal, and Cadet Bryant for their support and
encouragement. 

I’d like to say a special thanks to my publisher, Charles C Thomas,
and its President, Michael Thomas, for being extremely patient, sup-
portive, helpful, and understanding throughout the entire publishing
process. His personality and charisma have been a real blessing. Al
fin, I would like to acknowledge the heroic and, at times, magical
efforts of all the people who contributed to the making of this book in
one way or another. I’m well aware that seldom we have the honor
and privilege to work with talented, honest, and loyal individuals, or
better said, crusaders, who still believe, with great courage and faith,
and who participate in the cause toward universal justice and peace.  

Martin Guevara Urbina, Ph.D. 
o simplemente, “Nopalito”

A Comprehensive Study of Female Offendersx



CONTENTS

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vii
List of Tables . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xiii 

Chapter

1. INTRODUCTION  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 

2. LEADING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE AMERICAN  
FEMALE PRISONER: A TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 
PROFILE  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 

3. THE LIVES OF FEMALE PRISONERS BEFORE THEIR 
INCARCERATION  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41 

4. INMATES’ INVOLVEMENT WITH THE CRIMINAL         
JUSTICE SYSTEM  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61 

5. AN EXPLORATION OF FEMALE PRISONS AND THE 
WOMEN THEY CONTROL  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75 

6. THE MANY FACES OF WOMEN’S HEALTH  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116 

7. LIVING UNDER THE SAME ROOF: FEMALE 
OFFENDERS AND CORRECTIONAL OFFICERS  . . . . . . . . . 152 

8. CRITICAL ISSUES: TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 
CHALLENGES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 168 

xi

Page



9. LIFE AFTER PRISON . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 188 

10. CONCLUSION  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208 

Epilogue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 223
Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 241
Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 269

A Comprehensive Study of Female Offendersxii



TABLES

1. Demographic Information of Adult Women in Prison in 
Wisconsin (N=456) .....................................................................................33

2. Employment Information of Adult Women in Prison in 
Wisconsin (N=456) .....................................................................................35

3. Family Information of Adult Women in Prison in Wisconsin 
(N=456) ........................................................................................................37

4. The Nature of Childhood Abused of Incarcerated Women 
(N=456) ........................................................................................................47

5. Alcohol and Drug Usage Information of Adult Women in 
Prison in Wisconsin (N=456).....................................................................51

6. Nature of Alcohol and Drug Usage of Incarcerated 
Women (N=456) .........................................................................................53

7. Influence of Alcohol and Drugs on Institutionalized 
Women (N=456) .........................................................................................58

8. Women’s Involvement with the American Legal System 
(N=456)........................................................................................................69

9. Entering Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions (N=456)......................101
10. Solitary Confinement in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institution 

(N=456) ......................................................................................................104
11. Items in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions (N=456) ......................106
12. Dining in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions (N=456) ...................107
13. Religious Practices in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions 

(N=456) ......................................................................................................109
14. Employment in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions 

(N=456) ......................................................................................................111
15. School in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions (N=456) ....................112
16. Recreation in Wisconsin’s Correctional Institutions (N=456)..............114

xiii



17. The Nature and Implications of Women’s Health in 
Wisconsin’s Prisons (N=456) ...................................................................139

18. Depression Among Incarcerated Women in Wisconsin 
(N=456) ......................................................................................................141

19. HIV and AIDS in Wisconsin’s Correctional System (N=456) ............142
20. Severity of Illnesses While Incarcerated in Wisconsin (N=456) .........145
21. Frequency of Health Care Service Received While Incarcerated 

in Wisconsin (N=456)...............................................................................148
22. Interaction Between Female Inmates and Correctional Officers 

in Wisconsin (N=456)...............................................................................162
23. Visitors in Wisconsin’s Correctional System (N=456)..........................183
24. Inmate Fights in the Wisconsin Correctional System (N=456) ...........185
25. Hate in the Wisconsin Correctional System (N=456) ..........................185
26. Life After Being Released from the Wisconsin Correctional 

System (N=456).........................................................................................193
27. Most Significant Issues Confronting Female Prisoners in 

Wisconsin (N=456) ...................................................................................196

A Comprehensive Study of Female Offendersxiv



A COMPREHENSIVE STUDY OF
FEMALE OFFENDERS

 





Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

The institutional experience of adult female offenders remains
underresearched, and this chapter shows that certain significant

research gaps remain to be bridged. Generally, criminologists and
other investigators focus on documenting the overrepresentation of
minorities throughout the American criminal justice system, but fail to
analyze the prison experience by the totality of historical factors,
events, issues, or circumstances. This kind of methodological ap-
proach is not, on its own, sufficient to fully capture the essence of insti-
tutional life. Instead, investigators need to place contemporary ideas,
practices, and experiences in the context of the past and of broader
ideas about gender, race, ethnicity, and the many factors that shape
and reshape the prison experience. By providing an examination of
prior prison investigations, explaining the format of the book, and
briefly introducing the subsequent chapters, the author will demon-
strate a new approach to the contemporary study of imprisonment.

THE NATURE OF PRIOR INVESTIGATIONS

Over the years scholars have investigated many facets of the U.S.
correctional system. The focus, however, has been primarily on adult
male inmates. In fact, until recently, few empirical studies focused on
women in prison, in part because female offending was not defined as
a significant social problem, and because some people assumed that
there was little (or no) variation between male and female inmates
(Belknap, 1996; Carlen, 1994; Rasche, 1974). In the last few years,
though, a number of studies have not only demonstrated that there are
significant differences between male and female prisoners, but that
other significant issues have received little attention in academic liter-
ature, public discussion, and the media.
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Several recent books have attempted to close these gaps in the
empirical literature. Books which concentrate on adult female offend-
ers include: Atwood (2000), Belknap (1996), Cook and Davies (1999),
Girshick (1999), Kruttschnitt and Gartner (2004), Owen (1998), and
Rierden (1997). Books which have focused upon the prison experi-
ences of minority women include: Agozino (1997), Collins (1997),
Díaz-Cotto (1996), and Mann (1993). Books focusing on the children
of incarcerated parents include: Gabel and Johnston (1995), Seymour
and Hairston (2001), Wright and Seymour (2000), and Travis and
Waul (2003). Books documenting the historical development of pun-
ishment include: Myers (1998), Oshinsky (1997), and Ruddell (2004).
Books describing the overrepresentation of minorities in the criminal
justice system include: Beckett (1997), Mauer (1999), Miller (1996),
Tonry (1995), and Urbina (2003a). Books that concentrate on the rela-
tionship between race and crime include: Hawkins (1998), Hudson
(1996), Kennedy (1998), Messerschmidt (1997), Milovanovic and
Schwartz (1999), and Urbina (2003a). 

Although the relationship between prison, race, ethnicity, gender,
and the complex multitude of intertwining factors varies from country
to country, the widespread overrepresentation of minorities in penal
systems everywhere suggests that ideas and perceptions of gender,
race/ethnicity, and variation have become defining characteristics for
prison systems (see Young, 2000; Zinn and Dill, 1994). Though,
nowhere is this situation more apparent than in the U.S. where, for the
first time in history, the penal population moved beyond two million
in 1999. Of the total number of people incarcerated in U.S. state or
federal correctional facilities, women constituted over 7 percent of the
adult inmate population at the end of 2005. Since 1989, the numbers
of African American prisoners have surpassed those of Caucasians,
despite constituting only around 12.8 percent (38.3 million in 2006) of
the general U.S. population. At the end of 2005, African Americans
(non-Latinas/os) made up 39.5 percent and Latinas/os accounted for
20.2 percent of inmates sentenced to more than one year in prison.
Currently, Latinas and Latinos constitute approximately 14.8 percent
(44.2 million in 2006) of the total general population. Caucasians (non-
Latinas/os), however, represented only 34.6 percent of inmates sen-
tenced to more than one year in prison (Harrison and Beck, 2006;
Time, 2006). In addition to these disproportionate numbers, minority
women of all groups are filling the nation’s prisons most rapidly of all
racial and ethnic groups. 
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Thus, given the transformations that the correctional system under-
goes to accommodate the new and additional demands of the inmate
population, we argue that a comprehensive examination of female
offenders will enhance our understanding of prison life in the U.S.
Consider, for instance, the following issues. First, the prison system—as
a whole—was originally designed to deal with the criminality of men
(Maxey, 1986; Owen, 1998; Rierden, 1997; Rock, 1996). Therefore,
given the increase of incarcerated women, female inmates confined to
prisons are often enmeshed in a system that is ill-equipped to handle
the specific needs of female offenders, the problems that brought them
to prison and the challenges that women confront during their impris-
onment. This rapid increase, for example, has affected the nature of
the female prison population, the ways women serve their time, the
delivery of programs and services, and the crowded conditions that
affect housing, medical care, staffing, and security (Owen and Bloom,
1995a, 1995b). Oftentimes, however, critics fail to acknowledge that
the correctional system is not only confronted with such increases, but
with an extremely diverse and troubled population. Some policymak-
ers do not realize that prisons are called on to deal with a set of com-
plicated problems of women that society often ignores. The prison is
then left to deal with the failures of society’s local, state, and national
institutions. People tend to expect too much from prisons and are frus-
trated and angry when a given situation is not remedied or solved
cheaply and quickly. Second, investigators have claimed that some
correctional systems have inadequate facilities to care for women with
special needs—such as those who are pregnant or ill when they enter
prison or become ill during their prison term (Schupak, 1986). Others
are quick to note that the correctional system, at times working with
limited resources, is faced with people who have numerous life-long
problems (e.g., emotional and physical needs) when they enter prison.
For instance, Andi Rierden (1997) suggests that social events (e.g., sex-
ual and physical abuse) during childhood and/or adulthood influence
a person’s behavior. Barbara Owen (1998) and Lori Girshick (1999)
claim that pre-prison experiences (i.e., histories of abuse, family and
personal relationships, and economic marginality) affect the nature of
women’s response to prison. Similarly, Candace Kruttschnitt and
Rosemary Gartner (2004) suggest that women’s pre-sentence charac-
teristics and experiences combined with the institutional environment
in which they serve their sentence influence how they do their time in
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prison. Lastly, along with rapidly accelerating technology, changing
population demographics, lengthening sentences, a graying inmate
population as well as contemporary and critical issues, like
HIV/AIDS, need further analysis. 

Taken together, the existing literature suggests that while some
things have not changed drastically, some things have changed signif-
icantly. While several classic works have been conducted and contin-
ue to serve as a frame of reference, significant gaps remain and need
to be addressed (Belknap, 1996). The complexity of the matter itself
suggests the need for more empirical research on women’s experi-
ences with crime and prison as well as their children and families (see
Liebling, 1999). These are issues that society should be aware of and
embrace, if we are to maintain a decent, efficient, and safe environ-
ment in prison and ultimately public safety for everybody. 

In the hope of producing a sound and holistic final project, a series
of classic studies will assist us in the process. Given the disproportion-
ate numbers of women (and men) of color behind bars in the U.S. and
other countries, it is of utmost urgency that the ways in which adult
female offenders and their children interact be analyzed by the totali-
ty of issues, events, and circumstances. Rather than attempting to
come up with one reason for variation (e.g., overrepresentation of peo-
ple of color in prisons around the world), this book will present a vari-
ety of studies that suggest alternative ways of interpreting imprison-
ment as we move into the twenty-first century. It will build a frame-
work of theoretical analysis within criminology and sociology to bet-
ter understand the ideological ties between race, ethnicity, gender, and
imprisonment. In order to accomplish this goal, the authors will draw
on prior empirical research as well as literature from diverse fields of
post-colonial, feminist theory, conflict theory, threat theory,
ethnic/race studies, and globalization literature. 

In this endeavor, the classic work of Jane Atwood in Too Much Time:
Women in Prison (2000), Joanne Belknap in The Invisible Woman: Gender,
Crime, and Justice (1996), Lori Girshick in No Safe Haven: Stories of
Women in Prison (1999), Candace Kruttschnitt and Rosemary Gartner
in Marking Time in the Golden State: Women’s Imprisonment in California
(2004), Barbara Owen in In the Mix: Struggle and Survival in a Women’s
Prison (1998), Andi Rierden in The Farm: Life Inside a Women’s Prison
(1997), Catherine Collins in The Imprisonment of African American
Women: Causes, Conditions and Future Implications (1997), and Juanita
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