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ABSTRACT
FAMILY SEPARATION AND INCARCERATION:
AN INTERSECTIONAL ANALYSIS OF THE CARCERAL SYSTEM
by
Kayla Kuo

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2020
Under the Supervision of Professor Anne Bonds, PhD

Through an intersectional, feminist, prison abolitionist framework, this thesis investigates the
types of reentry services available to formerly incarcerated women-identifying people in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin and the challenges they face during the reentry process, particularly as they relate to gender-
based violence and family separation. Based on qualitative research methods, including discourse
analysis and content analysis of 33 reentry service providers (RSPs) in the Milwaukee-area in addition to
two interviews with formerly incarcerated cis-women and two Wisconsin Department of Corrections
employees, key findings reveal how raced, gendered, and classed assumptions influence the type of
reentry services available. | argue that the failure to include women-identifying people in reentry
services is a form of gender-based violence that further expands the scope of the gendered and
heteronormative carceral state (Shaylor & Miners, 2013).

This thesis concludes with a consideration of strategies to create, and build on, an abolitionist
future in Milwaukee, W], specifically through non-reformist reforms (Gilmore, 2017). By centering
healing, community accountability, and transformative justice, we invest in practices that build the type

of world we want to live in without relying on policing apparatuses and carceral regimes.
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Chapter 1. Introduction: The Intersections of Criminality, Family Separation, and Reentry
Services

The prison is considered so “natural” that it is extremely hard to imagine life without them.
Angela Y. Davis (2003) Are Prisons Obsolete?, pg. 10

In her critique of the proliferation of prisons, Davis (2003) documents the normalization and
justification of prisons within the United States. Our society’s reliance on prisons is sustained, in part,
through narratives of crime prevention and public ‘safety’ and ‘protection’ that ostensibly justify that
2.3 million people are incarcerated in federal prisons, state prisons, local jails, immigration detention
centers, and youth correctional facilities across the country (Sawyer & Wagner, 2019; Thuma, 2019). Yet,
corrections and social control extend far beyond the walls of these penal institutions. There are an
additional five million people on parole or probation (Thuma, 2019, p. 4), or nearly 1 in 38 adults under
some form of correctional supervision (Kaeble & Cowhig, 2018; Sawyer & Wagner, 2019). These
widespread impacts reveal the extent and scope of carcerality’ which encompasses more than the
phenomena of mass incarceration, but also the normalized dynamics of mass criminalization?
underpinning incarceration itself. Within a racial capitalist system, punitive punishment, intensifying
forms of policing and surveillance, and ‘tough on crime’ legislation have come together to produce
prisons as the “catch-all solutions to social problems” (Gilmore, 2007, p. 5).

While the sheer magnitude of prison expansion and the growth of prison populations are
astonishing, an intersectional analysis of incarceration points to the disproportionate growth of people
in women’s prisons3 — particularly low-income Black, Latinx, and Indigenous women-identifying people —
1 Carcerality goes beyond the critique of prisons and commonsense logic of incarceration to reveal the
interconnected systems of oppression, social control, and surveillance that manifest in everyday life as part of the
criminal legal system. Carcerality will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

2 As Anne Bonds (2020) describes, mass incarceration generally refers to the number of prisons and prison
populations while mass criminalization expands on this definition to include the interconnected networks and
“wider logics and systems of carcerality and supervision”(p. 1) underpinning mass incarceration. Thus, mass
criminalization includes the systems of policing, surveillance, and punitive punishment (see also Small, 2014).

3 As Sudbury (2011) argues, there is an essentialization of women within research and prison programming. The
use of gender binaries becomes a form of violence, as referring to “women in prison” fails to acknowledge the



in state prisons and local jails (Bonds, 2018a; Gilmore, 2002; Gullapalli, 2019; Schiffer, 2014; Sudbury,
2002; Thuma, 2019). Since the 1970s, incarceration rates in women’s prisons began to rise,
disproportionately impacting Black, Latinx, and Indigenous communities (Thuma, 2019), with women-
identifying Black people being incarcerated nearly double the rate of women-identifying white people
(Bronson & Carson, 2019). By the end of 2017, people in women’s prisons made up a total of 7% of the
total prison population (Bronson & Carson, 2019, p. 1). Yet, despite this rapid influx of people in
women’s prisons, research surrounding mass incarceration and criminalization continues to primarily
focus on men’s experiences with incarceration and reentry (Bonds, 2020), using an “add women and
stir” philosophy which situates women-identifying peoples’ experiences in opposition to the “norm”
(Eichler, 1980; Sudbury, 2005). This “majority-rule” analysis of incarceration® fails to understand the
unique pathways of incarceration for women-identifying people (Bonds, 2020; M. Simmons, 2012, p.
72), such as the fact that more than half of incarcerated people in women’s prisons are confined for
drug trafficking (Bronson & Carson, 2019, p. 16).

Rather than protecting women-identifying people and their loved ones, prisons are increasingly
disrupting and separating families with long-term, intergenerational effects (K. W. Crenshaw, 2012;

Gilmore, 2002, 2007; Kilroy et al., 2013; Lawston & Meiners, 2014; McKittrick, 2011; Michalsen, 2019; D.

diversity of gender identity, including non-binary people, genderqueer, gender-nonconforming people, and
transgender men who are housed in women’s correctional facilities based on their assigned sex at birth (i.e.
genitalia) rather than their self-defined gender identity. Similarly, such an essentialization of “woman” fails to
include transgender women who are incarcerated in men’s correctional facilities. These examples briefly illustrate
the role of the state and their ability to “define and police gender categories” (Sudbury, 2011, p. 169).

While my goal is not to reproduce the bifurcation of gender, at times | use ‘women’ and ‘men’ in this research
project to reflect the guiding framework of mass criminalization and the language of the WI Department of
Corrections. Due to this, | acknowledge how this positionality reflects a particular form of institutional
(re)production of the gender binary.

4 The “majority-rule” analysis of incarceration intentionally focuses on men and their experiences with
incarceration because there are, proportionately, more people incarcerated in men’s prisons compared to the
number of people incarcerated in women’s prisons. However, feminists reject this analysis of incarceration due to
the rapid rise of population rates in women’s prisons and the violent erasure of women-identifying people’s
experiences. By rejecting the “majority-rule” analysis of incarceration, this framework uses an intersectional
analysis to better understand the pathways of criminalization.



E. Roberts, 2004; Sawyer, 2018; Shaylor & Meiners, 2013; Sudbury, 2002, 2005). As of 2009, more than
60% of incarcerated people in women’s prisons had a child under the age of 18 (Glaze & Marucshak,
2009). This is particularly disturbing as nearly 75% of incarcerated people in women’s prisons were the
primary or sole care taker of their child(ren) prior to incarceration (Smyth, 2012, p. 35). When women-
identifying people are entangled in the criminal legal system, their families are often separated, creating
profound and far reaching outcomes particularly for Black, Latinx, and Indigenous women-identifying
people and their children.

Since 1991, the number of children with an incarcerated mother in prison grew nearly 131%,
compared to the 77% of children with an incarcerated father in prison (Glaze & Marucshak, 2009, p. 2).
The color lines of family separation reflect the pervasive racism within the criminal legal system as

Black children (6.7%) were seven and a half times more likely than white children (0.9%) to have

a parent in prison. Hispanic children (2.4%) were more than two and a half times more likely

than white children to have a parent in prison. (Glaze & Marucshak, 2009, p. 5)

These statistics demonstrate how family separation is an aspect of the ongoing effects of gendered,
racialized violence and displacement of the carceral system, mainly affecting Black, Latinx, and
Indigenous women-identifying people, their families, and their communities (Bonds, 2020; K. W.
Crenshaw, 2012; Gilmore, 2002; Lawston & Meiners, 2014; LeBaron & Roberts, 2010; McKittrick, 2011;
Richie, 2015; Sudbury, 2000, 2002).

Once people from women’s prisons and jails are released, their physical and social displacement
continues because of the stigmatization and legal limitations of their “marked” criminal status (Pager,
2007). Traditional “majority-rule” analyses of incarceration and criminalization do not adequately
address how the stigmatization of incarcerated women-identifying people becomes a significant barrier
to access affordable housing and stable, living-wage employment, two basic necessities for women-

identifying people to reunite with their children (Bonds, 2020). The erasure of women-identifying



people’s experience of reentry is highly problematic given that an estimated “1 in 8 of all individuals
released from state prisons, and more than 1 in 6 jail releases are women” (Sawyer, 2019). Given the
number of people released from both women’s state prisons and local jails, do formerly incarcerated
women-identifying have adequate reentry services necessary to navigate the reentry process and to
reunite with their family? Given this context, my thesis focuses on (a) women-identifying people’s
reentry needs in Milwaukee; (b) family separation via incarceration and criminalization in Milwaukee;
and (c) carceral urbanism which constructed the infrastructure and material conditions for incarceration
and criminalization to exist in the first place.
Purpose Statement: The Incarceration, Criminalization, and Reentry Process of Women-
identifying People in Wisconsin

In order to demonstrate the urgency of this research, | begin with a brief illustration of the
contours of women-identifying people’s incarceration in the state of Wisconsin, which | expand upon in
more detail in Chapter 2. Nearly 105,000 Wisconsin residents are entrapped in the criminal legal system
via incarceration or systems of supervision such as parole and probation (A. Jones, 2018). Like many
other states attempting to solve larger social and economic crises (Gilmore, 2002, 2007), Wisconsin
relied on law and order politics and the imaginaries of effective crime control to expand the prison
affected women-identifying people living in Milwaukee County, where their criminalization led to drastic

fluctuations in prison populations (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Women's Prison Population Count in Milwaukee County, WI
Source: Vera Institute

The burgeoning number of criminalized and incarcerated women-identifying people led to the
new formation of the Wisconsin Women’s Correctional System (WWCS) in 2005. WW(CS consolidated
three facilities, specifically Taycheedah Correctional Institution (TCl) in Fond du Lac, Milwaukee
Women's Correctional Center (MWCC) in Milwaukee, and the Robert E. Ellsworth Correctional Center
(REECC) in Union Grove,® to all be supervised under one warden. The stated purpose of WWCS is to
streamline gender-responsive care to incarcerated people in women’s prisons via:

a safe and secure confinement in an environment which is gender responsive and which utilities

gender-specific guiding principles to assist in positive growth through treatment, education,

51t is necessary to point out the meanings of these correctional facilities. While TCl is located in Fond du Lac, it has
a close proximity to the Town of Taycheedah. In 1837, James Duane Doty “purchased” the land (S. Cooper, 2019, p.
5). According to the Wisconsin Historical Society (2017), Taycheedah was a camping ground for Native
American/Indian American tribes; however, Doty named area Taycheedah to mean “our home” (S. Cooper, 2019,
p. 5). The (re)naming of TCI reflects the historical and ongoing effects of colonialization, racial violence, and spatial
displacement across time and land. The second correctional facility was also renamed after Robert E. Ellsworth due
to his “illustrious 32-year career with the Department of Corrections” (Wisconsin Department of Corrections, n.d.).
The renaming of these correctional facilities deepens the argument that prisons are places of reproductive

violence.




appropriate supervision, thereby fostering a successful transition for their return to their

families and communities. (S. Cooper, 2019, p. 3)

WWOCS'’s engages with gender-responsive programs, which integrate women’s criminogenic pathways of
incarceration, such as abuse, trauma, and addiction, to more effectively meet women’s unique needs in
prison (Bloom, 1999; Chesney-Lind, 1989; S. S. Covington & Bloom, 2007). However, as discussed in
more detail in Chapter 3, gender-responsive programs have been significantly critiqued by feminist and
abolitionist scholars due to the reliance on, and expansion of, the existing criminal legal system.

As abolitionist understandings of incarceration and the prison system reveal, there is nothing
fundamentally safe or secure about the violences of incarceration in a racist, misogynist, and
heteropatriarchal society (A. Y. Davis, 2003; Gilmore, 2007; Richie, 2012). While the WWCS justifies the
incarceration of people in women'’s prisons through commonsense ideas of “protection” and “safety,”
confinement is a form of violence encountered by incarcerated people in women’s prisons, many of
whom are convicted for acts of survival and who have experienced trauma and health issues prior to
confinement (K. W. Crenshaw, 2012). WWCS reported an estimated 58 — 90% of people had a mild to
serious mental health diagnosis (State of Wisconsin Department of Corrections, 2020); yet, within the
prison, most have minimal access to mental health care and treatment (Bakken & Visher, 2018;
Forrester et al., 2014; Gonzalez & Connell, 2014). In addition, nearly 48% of women-identifying people
support dependent children (State of Wisconsin Department of Corrections, 2017, p. 6) in which most
family support is provided via parenting classes instead of tangible ways to reunite families during
incarceration and the post-release process.

Furthermore, like many correctional facilities in this era of mass criminalization, the living
conditions within WW(CS are extremely horrifying (see Hrodey, 2015; Pasque, 2018; Rigby, 2007,
Schuldt, 2017). This is, in part, due to ongoing prison overcrowding despite the seemingly continuous

construction of remote correctional facilities to incarcerate growing numbers of people in Wisconsin and



beyond (Bonds, 2015; Gilmore, 2007; Lawson et al., 2008). In Wisconsin, measuring a prison’s capacity

takes into account:

(a) the number of inmates that a correctional institution can house; or (b) an institution’s

capacity to provide non-housing functions such as food service, medical care, recreation,

visiting, inmate programs, segregation housing and facility administration. (Carmichael, 2017, p.

4)

Based on this definition, WWCS operates well-beyond its capacity (see

Table 1) where prison overcrowding means more than multiple people cramped into a cell, it also

means an inability to provide basic needs and educational programming to people in women’s prisons.

Table 1. Wisconsin Women's Correctional System, Capacity vs. Actual

Institution (TCI)

Wisconsin Women'’s Correctional | Year Opened Number of | Bed Capacity | 06/28/2019

System (WW(CS) Acres Incarcerated
Population

Milwaukee Women'’s 2003 1 109 105

Correctional Center (MWCC)

Robert E. Ellsworth Correctional 1989 40 376 471

Center (REECC)

Taycheedah Correctional 19216 50 752 927

The consequences of prison overcapacity also fail to provide incarcerated people at WWCS with

a “safe and secure confinement” (Pasque, 2018) due to the severe reduction in preparation and post-

release planning. The latter is a particularly urgent need in Wisconsin given that an estimated 35,741

61n 1912, the Wisconsin Industrial Home for Women opened in Fond du Lac. Nearly 10 years later, in 1931,
construction began on the Wisconsin Prison for Women which was located kitty-corner to the Wisconsin Industrial
Home. Even though these institutions both housed women on the same property, they operated separated until
1945 when the facilities consolidated as the Wisconsin Home for Women. The prison was officially named TCl in
1975 (DOC Taycheedah Correctional Institution, 2019).




people are released from women’s prisons and jails each year (Sawyer, 2019) with limited and
inadequate programming (Pasque, 2018). The marginalization of women-identifying people, including
limited reentry services, is reflected in the media treatment of incarcerated people in women’s prisons,
which makes women-identifying people ancillary to the story of incarceration, rather than directly
impacted. Therefore, | argue that reentry services in Milwaukee fail to provide women-identifying
people with practical material support and resources for family reunification.
Research Questions, Methodology, and Positionality
Through an intersectional, feminist, prison abolitionist framework, this study investigates the
types of reentry services available for women-identifying people and the challenges they face during the
reentry process, particularly as they relate to gender-based violence and family separation in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. With these goals in mind, the project is structured around the following research
questions:
1. What are the specific challenges facing formerly incarcerated’” women-identifying people in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin?
2. What types of reentry services are available to women-identifying people and their families in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin?
3. In what ways do formerly incarcerated women-identifying people experience and respond to
family separation resulting from incarceration?
4. How does an intersectional, feminist, prison abolitionist framework address the incarceration

and criminalization of women-identifying people and its impacts on family separation?

7 My use of formerly incarcerated person reflects the terminology used by activists organizing for social change
through both prison reform and prison abolition located in Milwaukee, Wisconsin; however, | acknowledge that
not all formerly incarcerated people identity with this term and political position.



In order to answer these questions, | conducted qualitative research between September 2019 and
March 2020, using the specific methods of discourse and content analysis of 33 Milwaukee-area reentry
service providers (RSPs) in addition to four semi-structured interviews. Through the discourse and
content analysis, | examine the types of services made available by RSPs, how reentry organizations
frame and deliver their services, and how women-identifying people and their children are represented
(if at all) by reentry organizations, specifically focusing on discourse around gender, crime,
criminalization, and the reentry process. In addition, | draw from interviews with two formerly
incarcerated cis-women and two Wisconsin Department of Corrections officials whose work at the
Wisconsin Women’s Resource Center (WWRC) provides a critical transition between incarceration and
the reentry process as they prepare people from WWRC for their release. Through these two interview
groups, | draw out the contradictions of reentry services between state officials and women-identifying
people with direct experience navigating the reentry process in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Ways of Knowing: Interrogating Power Dynamics and Complicating Positionality

Throughout this research process, | continue to grapple with my positionality, particularly as a
Taiwanese American,® cis-woman researcher who has not experienced incarceration or reentry. This has
prompted reflexivity and engagement with complicated questions such as: (a) how might | be
reproducing an oppressive structure within this research? (b) what power and authority do | have to
research this topic? and, (c) what are the benefits and limitations of being an insider/outsider to this
research? In what follows, | struggle in providing a definite answer; however, | am guided by post-
structuralist feminist reflections which destabilize the insider/outsider binary and my positionality

becomes grounded in relationality.

8 While | am a woman of color, it is clear that the system of mass incarceration and criminalization differently
affects all woman of color, specifically targeting Black, Latinx, and Indigenous women-identifying people. It is for
this reason that | highlight my racial identity, and the ways in which my positionality and lived experiences have
granted me certain privileges and power, aligning with white privilege.



My role as a graduate student researcher included writing interview questions, recruiting
interviewees, scheduling interviews, analyzing data, and writing the key findings which was conducted
under the guidance and mentorship of feminist geographer and prison abolitionist, Dr. Anne Bonds.
However, this work was, in large part, inspired by the advocacy and activism efforts of prison
abolitionists, including incarcerated people, formerly incarcerated activists, and allies in Madison and
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Their resistance significantly shaped my understandings of incarceration,
specifically the racialized, gendered, and classed aspects of incarceration and criminalization and the
failures of local, state, and federal policies premised on notions of “safety” that depend upon the caging
of people. | say this because my positionality as a researcher is embodied by the activists around me,
particularly those pushing for, and advancing, prison abolitionist practices. Yet, despite their grounded
experiences with incarceration and resistance to it, traditional forms of knowledge frequently do not
cite these organizers as valid producers of knowledge and expertise (Cruz, 2008; Pollack, 2019; Stone-
Mediatore, 1998; Sturm & Tae, 2017). In following Mariolga Reyes Cruz’s (2008) call for the
decolonization of knowledge, | also ask: why can | not cite individuals’ lived experiences and their
embodiment of theoretical frameworks? Why are their voices absent and how might their stories and
experiences be extracted and exploited for research?

This leads to my own questioning of knowledge, positionality, authority, and research. In order
to challenge and decolonize knowledge production and power dynamics inherent to the research
process, | bring feminist ethics, reflexivity, and lived experiences into this thesis project by centering on
women’s experiences with the criminal legal system. The qualitative methods also provide a platform to
listen to the voices of formerly incarcerated women-identifying people rather than trying to advance my
own agenda as a researcher. This thesis also attempts to integrate a form of collaboration with formerly
incarcerated women-identifying people by providing them with a chance to review and provide

feedback on the interview transcription and empirical chapter. This not only holds me accountability as
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a researcher to accurately represent the lived experiences of formerly incarcerated women-identifying
people within this research project, it also provides space for dialogue between the participants and
myself. As this project is grounded in prison abolitionist activism within Milwaukee, the purpose of this
project is more than completing the academic rigors and ‘proving’ myself as a researcher; instead, |
hope this research can be used to uplift the voices of formerly incarcerated people, to challenge
hegemonic notions of knowledge, power, and expertise, and to provide material evidence to apply for
grant funding and educational resources.

My research is governed by the UWM Institutional Review Board (IRB) where | am positioned as
the “authoritative” researcher and knower of reentry services for formerly incarcerated women in
Milwaukee (Gorman-Murray et al., 2010). However, | argue how this institutional approval and backing
does not suddenly make me an “authoritative” researcher, nor do | want to be. Most notably, there are
inherent power dynamics at play throughout this research process (M Alexander & Mohanty, 2010;
Cruz, 2008; Gorman-Murray et al., 2010; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Mohammad, 2001; Spencer-Wood, 2016;
Valentine, 2002). As mentioned above, | have not directly experienced incarceration or the reentry
process. For these reasons, | follow bell hooks’ (2014) and her resistance to the presented position of
“authority” (p. 46). Instead, my goal is to contribute scholarship and work that is motivated by the
voices of formerly incarcerated women and their valuable knowledge. hooks’ (2014) notion of authority
challenges the insider/outsider dualism; in aligning with poststructuralist scholars, this binary fails to
situate the researcher’s multifarious relationality with participants and larger politics of domination. For
example, while | do not have ‘insider’ experience or authority to speak about the violence within the
carceral system, | do have experience navigating the racism and sexism within everyday life. While this
project focuses on women-identifying people’s experience with incarceration and reentry, we all hold
various identity categories, knowledges, and experiences that situate us within and between an insider

and outsider status.
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Overview of Theoretical Frameworks

The project’s theoretical framework draws from the intellectual insights of critical carceral
studies, feminist political economy, Black feminism, and abolitionist activism and scholarship. | combine
and engage with these theories in order to interrogate the linkages between gender, racism, and
carcerality, which | expand on in Chapter 2. | am guided by Black intellectuals and critical feminist
scholars’ rejection of the essentialization of women and the “majority-rule” analysis of criminalization
(Bonds, 2020; Richie, 2001; M. Simmons, 2012) to build an intersectional analysis that takes seriously
how, as Beth Richie (2001) asserts, gender is “important variable in reentry” (p. 368).

Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991), intersectionality® acknowledges and dismantles the
interlocking forms of power that “(re)produce unjust social relations” (Chown & Malcoe, 2017, p. 447)
by centering the lived experiences of an individual’s social location and situated knowledge (Collins,
2000). This situated knowledge recognizes the differences between lived experiences based on the
matrices of domination (Collins, 2000). Intersectionality, thus, sheds light on the “raced, gendered,
heterosexist, and classed ideologies and practices” (Parker, 2011, p. 434) that shape both the discourse
and embodiment of lived experiences. Similarly, as Bunjun (2010) highlights, “the contribution of
intersectionality is that it centres the interaction between diverse positions of marginality and
dominance as social processes while exposing how these processes become invoked within and across
power relations” (p. 116). Based on this scholarship, an intersectional analysis is necessary to
acknowledge the structures of oppression and domination (Collins, 2000; K. Crenshaw, 1991; Dhamoon,
2011; hooks, 2014) and to uncover the interpersonal and institutional processes of inequality, such as

racism, misogyny, classism, and white supremacy?® rampant within the carceral system. In other words,

® While intersectionality was coined as an analytic by Kimberlé Crenshaw, Black intellectuals have conceptualized
the interlocking mechanisms of oppression based on their lived experiences (Combahee River Collective, 1982;
Lorde, 1984).

10 The term ‘white supremacy’ is based on legal scholar Frances Lee Ansley’s (1989) conceptualization in which it is
defined as the “political, economic and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and
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my framework is supported by an intersectional, feminist, prison abolitionist analytic that understands
the interlocking racialized, gendered, and classed aspects that are secured through systems of
carcerality, control, surveillance, and separation.

First, | draw from the insights of critical carceral studies and feminist political economy to better
understand the ongoing racialized, gendered structures undergird carceral urban development in
Milwaukee. The general public deems prisons places of rehabilitation, justified by principles of safety,
protection, and social order; however, this rhetoric rests upon a “tough on crime” culture that obscures
the social, political, and economic construction of crime and safety (Muhammad, 2010). In response,
critical carceral studies grapples with the exploitation, physical and social dispossession, and surplus of
racialized subjects for capital accumulation, while feminist political economy situates gendered surplus
subjects in relation to social reproduction and the benefits to the market and the state.

Second, | situate my work within theories of abolition and Black feminism in which their
scholarship challenges us to envision a world beyond prisons and carcerality. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore
described in a New York Times article, prison abolition is:

both a long-term goal and a practical policy program, calling for government investment in jobs,

education, housing, health care — all the elements that are required for a productive and

violence-free life. Abolition means not just the closing of prisons but the presence, instead, of

vital systems of support that many communities lack. (Kushner, 2019)

Understood this way, abolition is not only dismantling the interconnected web of surveillance and
punishment that undergirds mass incarceration and criminalization (A. Y. Davis, 1998; M. Davis, 1995).
Rather, at its core, prison abolition is about building and investing in the type of world we want to live

in. | draw from these guiding frameworks and the knowledge that intersectional, feminist, prison

material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and
relations of white dominance and non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions
and social settings” (p. 1024).
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abolitionist scholars have developed about the intersectional, intergenerational impacts of
incarceration. First, | draw from the insights of critical carceral studies and feminist political economy to
better understand the ongoing racialized, gendered structures undergird carceral urban development in
Milwaukee. Second, | situate my work within theories of abolition and Black feminist thought that are
grounded in collective liberation to consider how we might develop the kinds of “vital systems of
support” Gilmore describes to challenges systems of race, gender, and incarceration. Ultimately, this
thesis itself is an embodied form of feminist, prison abolitionist praxis, as will be discussed throughout
the chapters.
Organization of the Thesis

In what follows, | provide an overview of the thesis. Chapter 2 discusses my theoretical
frameworks in more detail, specifically considering how scholars of critical carceral studies, feminist
political economy, Black feminism, and prison abolition understand the linkages between racism,
capitalism, carcerality, and the neoliberal city. These theories intentionally center feminist and anti-
racist approaches which provide a foundational analytic to better understand the relationship between
family separation and reentry services. Chapter 3 situates the location of this project by contextualizing
the physical, social, cultural, economic, and historical aspects of Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Drawing from
critical urban theory, this chapter interrogates the connections between urban development and white
supremacy in the making of Milwaukee’s racial and class segregation. | examine both power and wealth
disparities as they shape the urban geography of Milwaukee. In addition, | consider whose stories are
sensationalized and for what purposes as research about segregation, poverty, and crime in Milwaukee
too often focus on Black men-identifying people’s experiences (Bonds, 2018a). These stories are
important to understand the broader impact of mass incarceration, yet the dismissal of Black women-
identifying people’s experiences with incarceration and reentry services is a form of gender-based

violence.
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After establishing my theoretical and methodological frameworks, Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the
empirical aspects of the study. In Chapter 4, | discuss my discourse analysis and content analysis of
reentry service providers (RSPs) located in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In Chapter 5, | draw from and analyze
the results of the semi-structured interviews with formerly incarcerated cis-women navigating the
reentry process and with Wisconsin Department of Corrections (WI DOC) officials providing reentry
services. | conclude this thesis by considering the development of abolitionist futures and solidarity as

feminist scholars and community members.
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Frameworks: Feminist Responses to Carcerality

In this chapter, | further develop my project and respond to my research question: how does an
intersectional, feminist, and prison abolitionist framework address the criminalization of women-
identifying people and its impacts on family separation? | begin with a brief history on the social
constructions of crime, particularly as advanced by ideologies of traditional criminology which deftly
expanded the scope and strength of the carceral state. In direct response, feminist bodies of scholarship
emerged as an intervention to tackle the epistemic violence of traditional criminology and to engage in a
feminist critique of the carceral state. These frameworks, namely critical carceral studies, feminist
political economy, Black feminism, and prison abolition, illuminate the gendered and racialized impacts
of incarceration, criminalization, and family separation. More importantly, they provide
recommendations to eliminate structural barriers of harm and to advance gender justice, racial justice,
and collective liberation.

The Social Construction of Crime: Traditional Criminology and the Feminist School of

Criminology

An extensive, multidisciplinary body of scholarship examines the significance of mass
incarceration and criminalization in the United States (Bonds, 2019; Camp, 2016; Carlton & Segrave,
2013; A. Y. Davis, 2003; Evans & Goldberg, 2009; Gilmore, 2007; Hinton, 2016; Kilgore, James, 2015;
Loyd et al., 2012; Pager, 2007; Story, 2019; Sudbury, 2005; Thuma, 2019; Western, 2006). However, the
social constructions of crime have been primarily grounded within the dominant ideology of traditional
criminology. This scholarship is rooted in the methodological frameworks of sociology, psychology, and
medicine which analyzes the relationship between the criminal legal system and their responses to
crime (Clear & Frost, 2009). In doing so, traditional criminology reinforces the commonsense logic bound

I”

to the “natural” relationship between crime and penal system (Gilmore, 2007, p. 12) and does little to

engage with intersectionality. Rather, traditional criminology tethers itself to white supremacy, an
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infrastructure in which state agencies rely on, and reproduce, the carceral state (Brown & Schept, 2016;
Morrison, 2004).

The expansion of the carceral state is most often seen through the influence of crime control
policies and political commitments, where ‘safety’ and ‘accountability’ are sold to the public as
“mandates of crime control” (Michelle Brown & Schept, 2017, p. 448; Richie & Martensen, 2019, p. 13).
The pairing of ‘safety’ and crime control generated white anxiety and fear, often in relation to the racial
“other,” which justified the use of mechanisms to “predict” crime (Perry, 2013). This form of predictive
policing relied on “a set of high technologies aiding the police in solving past crimes and preemptively
fighting and preventing future ones [emphasis mine]” (Yang, 2019), legitimating policing practices that
disproportionately criminalized Black and Latinx individuals, families, and communities (see also Bishop,
2009; Loyd & Bonds, 2018). The prevalent discourse of traditional criminology and its material effects,
including ‘crime prevention’ tactics, significantly shaped reentry services and the purpose of such
programs. For instance, a majority of reentry services exist as a tool to reduce recidivism?'! (Petersilia,
2003; Visher et al., 2017) and to provide rehabilitative services (R. J. Miller, 2014; Western, 2008). Yet,
given the close and uncritical relationship to the criminal legal system, most reentry services fail to
recognize the racialized, classed, and gendered social constructions of crime and who is violently framed
as ‘criminal.’

Traditional criminology fails to understand the importance of an intersectional, feminist analysis,
as seen in their failure to situate gender and gender identity as fundamental analytics to better
understand crime. As Covington and Bloom (2003) explain, traditional “criminology theory and research
focus[es] on explaining male criminality, with males seen as the normal subjects of criminology” (p. 2). In

other words, traditional criminology engages with an androcentric approach to generalize theories of

11 The WI DOC (2016)defines recidivism as “a criminal offense that results in a new conviction and sentence to WI
DOC custody or supervision” (p. 5).
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crime from men onto women (Britton, 2000). This not only normalize men-identifying people’s
experiences (Cain, 1990) but uses an “add women and stir” method (Eichler, 1980; Sudbury, 2005)
where women-identifying people are viewed as an afterthought (Chesney-Lind, 1989; K. Daly, 1995) and
rendered invisible (Belknap, 2001).

In response to the multifaceted problems inherent to traditional criminology, the feminist
school of criminology was born, in tandem with second wave feminism, to better understand how the
personal and the political constructed new pathways of equality and justice (Flavin, 2001). Chesney-Lind
and Morash (2013) attribute three characteristics to feminist criminology, namely that it “explicitly
theorizes gender, requires a commitment to social justice, and [is] increasingly global in scope” (p. 287).
By centering gender as an analytic, feminist criminologists differentiate how gendered social roles affect
women-identifying people’s various pathways to crime and incarceration (Belknap, 2001; Nuytiens &
Christiaens, 2016), such as child and adult victimization (Kathleen Daly, 1992; Girshick, 1999; Salisbury &
Van Voorhis, 2009), acts of survival (Gilfus, 1992), and drug use as a coping mechanism (Belknap, 2001).
However, while early feminist criminology made visible pathways to understand the criminalization of
women-identifying people, their research sites exclusively focused on women’s prisons, erasing the
experiences of people in men’s prisons who identify as “woman but were categorized at birth as male”
(Sudbury, 2011, p. 172), underpinning the violence of gendered language within research.

Additionally, such an approach to end unequal treatment for women-identifying people led to
the creation of “gender-responsive” approaches to programming and support in women’s prisons (S.
Covington & Bloom, 2002, 2003). While this approach may outwardly seem progressive, this framework
reinforces gender binaries that work to “produc[e] and [to maintain] the gender binary in penal
regimes” (Sudbury, 2011, p. 169). In other words, gender-responsive approaches reproduce gender-
based violence. For example, rather than challenging how the criminal legal system has

disproportionately criminalized low-income Black, Latinx, and Indigenous women-identifying people,
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gender-responsive policies and practices rely on the same violent system as a possible avenue for
rehabilitation and justice. This approach also maintains the gender bifurcations of man/woman and their
associated gender norms which rely on existing stereotypes about parenthood and employment, with a
majority of reentry workforce development opportunities relating to housekeeping, cleaning, and
caregiving for formerly inca