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Conceptualizing Sexual Assault of Incarcerated Women
“When I was transferred from one jail to another, they gave me a vaginal ‘exam’ -- whole hand style....  The full exam went like this -- vaginal (speculum and bi-manually) and checks through all your body hair, nose, mouth, ears, between toes, bottoms of feet....  We stood naked and spreadeagled while ... guards circled us with clipboards noting our various scars, birthmarks, and tattoos....  I felt like they could start peeling me in layers, down to the raw nerves” (MacDonald, 1992, excerpted in Faith, 1996: 168).
“A guard will buy some candy or gum out of the snack machine and put it in view on his desk.  It’s like setting a mousetrap.  He’ll wait until one of the female prisoners comes along and is willing to have sex with him in exchange for the food” (Paraphrase from personal communication with formerly incarcerated woman, speaking of her experiences in a state prison).
“Virtuous women, like young girls, are unconsenting, virginal, rapable. Unvirtuous women, like wives and prostitutes, are consenting, whores, unrapable” (MacKinnon, 1989: 474).
Introduction
Sexual violence against women prisoners is a gross violation of human rights. The problem has escalated over the past twenty years due to the exponential increase in incarceration.  Since the state itself inflicts some of this violence, feminists are called to re-evaluate the antiviolence movement’s painstakingly developed alliances with the state and to develop systematic responses.
The multiple oppressions intersecting on the bodies of imprisoned women has been well-documented and clearly theorized by Davis (2003), Bhattacharjee (2000), and Faith (1996), and by groups like Incite (2005), Critical Resistance (2005), California Coalition of Women Prisoners (2000), and Sisters Inside (Kilroy, 2004).  Sexual violence against women prisoners inflicts trauma, exploitation, and pain on top of disproportionate and multiple layers of oppression. Before entering prison, many if not most women have suffered multiple forms of intimate partner abuse, child abuse, and/or sexual assault (Human Rights Watch, 1996; Greenfeld and Snell, 1999; Richie, 2000).  Richie (1996) contends that violent victimization itself is often at the root of women’s criminalization and materially constitutes their path to prison.  Before incarceration, most women already lived within systems of control and surveillance deployed by the neoliberal state (Bumiller, 2008) through police and courts, as through public assistance and the “non-profit industrial complex” (Rodriguez, 2007). Prison imposes the ultimate control on those already silenced and hypermarginalized.  

Prison guards often inflict sexualized violence against incarcerated women not only with impunity, but also with the blessing or even the mandate of the state in the form of invasive body searches (Kilroy, 2003).  After almost forty years of feminist antiviolence activism and anti-sexual assault work by rape crisis centers (RCCs), why has sexual violence against women prisoners remained largely invisible not only in general society, but also within mainstream antiviolence work? 
This article examines the ongoing problem of sexual violence against incarcerated women and analyzes the (lack of) response by rape crisis centers.  The article discusses several forms of sexual violence against women in both jail and prison, including rape through physical force, sexual coercion and exploitation by guards, sexual harassment and humiliation, and strip searching.
  Based on the analysis of Kilroy (2003) and the group Sisters Inside, this paper asserts that the strip search can be understood as a form of sexual violence, and laments that antiviolence activists have engaged in little analysis and even less organizing around this form of abuse.  The paper looks at recent data about prison sexual violence against women, and focuses on Illinois and the responses of Illinois RCCs.  The research suggests that lack of RCC attention to sexual violence against incarcerated women is related to alliances with the criminal legal system, to everyday practices rooted in funding structures, to physical and social distance from prisoners, and to conceptualizations of sexual assault that leave out the realities of women prisoners’ lives.  
This research shows the urgent need for continuing analysis of the problematic allegiance between antiviolence organizations and the state, for a continuing critique of social service-based antiviolence work, and for analysis of the state itself as a criminal actor.  As Bumiller (2008: 150) argues: “[R]esponding to sexual violence in American society requires a critical understanding of the power of the state to both reproduce violence and to isolate victims.”  Rothe and Frederickson (2006: 156) have called for research to: “systematically explore how knowledge that has been produced on the conventional range of crimes, and the control of these crimes, applies (or fails to apply) to crimes of the state and the control of such crimes.”

Creating a deeper analysis of the role of state sexual violence in the U.S. and contributing to the development of effective antiviolence activism, Andrea Smith (2005: 8) asserts, “If sexual violence is not simply a tool of patriarchy but also a tool of colonialism and racism, then entire communities of color are the victims of sexual violence.”  Prosecuting individual perpetrators through the criminal courts will not halt these systematic violences, and entire communities cannot safeguard self-determination through individual counseling.  Systematic sexual violence calls for new analyses of the nature of sexual violence itself.
How Much Sexual Violence is Committed against Women in Prison?
Sexual violence in prison is likely increasing because of the exponential growth of the prison industrial complex.  The U.S. has the highest rate of incarceration in the world, with the Bureau of Justice Statistics reporting that as of June 30, 2008, local jails, state prisons and federal prisons held 2,310,984 persons (West and Sabol, 2009).  Of these, 207,700 were women, with shocking overrepresentation of African American and Latina women, reported as:  “94,500 white, 67,800 Black, and 33,400 Hispanic.”  Just over 7 years before, in 2000, the total number of women was 156,200.  These numbers do not reflect people who are currently under the control of the correctional industry through parole or probation, and the BJS does not include Native American and Asian American prisoners in these statistical breakdowns.  
Exactly how much prison sexual violence is being perpetrated? Little information is available.  Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson (2002) found that incarcerated women were not likely to report incidents of sexual assault to authorities; thus prison records undercount rapes. In their survey of three Midwestern prisons, the Struckman-Johnsons found that rates of assault varied significantly across facilities.  The structure and systems of the correctional facility, including size, demographics, security level, policies, and staff attitudes were factors in women’s self-reports of sexual assaults by staff.  The Struckman-Johnsons examined behavior by both male and female staff, ranging from grabbing breasts or buttocks to forced penetration and genital contact. They found rates of sexual coercion at 9% for one facility, 8% for another facility, and 19% for a third facility, concluding that: 

Custodial sexual abuse is a serious problem. Almost half of the incidents reported by female targets were perpetrated by staff. Typically, a male staff member would corner an inmate in an isolated area and forcefully fondle her. However, a number of incidents involved female staff who used similar strategies to victimize women…. According to our findings, both men and women working at the prison used their authority to bribe, blackmail, and force inmates into sexual contact (2002: 226).  

In a literature review, Gaes and Goldberg (2004) document the paucity of research on rape in prison.  They found that institutional barriers to data collection and methodological flaws made existing studies unreliable.  Gaes and Goldberg comment that there is stigma attached to experiencing sexual assault in prison, that self-reports do not have independent validity checks, and that creating and collecting data from a representative sample is extremely difficult. Gaes and Goldberg also note that incarcerated people may realistically fear retaliation from prison staff if they report.  
In addition to those limitations, studies have not analyzed a full spectrum of the sexual violence in prison and have not reflected the mix of personal agency and extreme constraint that shape prisoners’ sexual lives.  For example, Beck and Harrison (2007:2) reported in one study: 
Among inmates reporting experiences of sexual misconduct by staff, the number that reported they had sex or sexual contact willingly (22,700) was nearly identical to those who reported contact as a result of physical force, pressure, or offers of special favors or privileges (22,600). A majority of victims of staff misconduct reported activity beyond simple touching in a sexual way.
Here, Beck and Harrison categorize prisoners as those “willing” and those “unwilling” to have sexual contact with staff.  What does this mean?
  The complicated realities of prisoners’ sexual lives and choices cannot be fully explored in survey research which presumes that concepts of sexual violence and consent, always deeply complicated, have the same meaning within prison as they do outside.  
Many new studies are underway since the passage of the Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003 (PREA), which mandates data collection about prison rape, as defined by the state.  The Act notes that no less than 13% of prisoners in U.S. have been raped.  Under PREA, the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) conducted their first National Inmate Survey of adults confined in carceral facilities.  BJS defined sexual violence as “nonconsensual sexual acts,” meaning “giving or receiving sexual gratification and oral, anal or vaginal sex,” and “abusive sexual contact,” meaning “unwanted touching … of specific body parts in a sexual way” (Beck and Harrison, 2007:  2). The survey did not include other forms of sexual violence, instances of sexual harassment, or strip or body cavity searches.
Remarkably, the initial BJS report does not include a breakdown of sexual victimization by gender.  The authors mention that women were overrepresented in the sample to allow for meaningful analysis, but none of the charts or narrative analysis examines prison sexual victimization of women compared to men.  
How do prisoners themselves conceptualize their experiences?  Some organizations, such as Stop Prison Rape (2007a, 2007b), have collected and published survivor testimonies, but the bulk of research is quantitative, comes from researchers affiliated with criminal justice agencies, and often focuses on men.  Many forms of sexual violence, particularly strip searching, are simply left out of prevalence reports.  In fact, government research on prison sexual assault focuses relentlessly on physically forced rape perpetrated by prisoners as opposed to any form of sexual violence perpetrated by prison staff.  National Institute of Justice staff reported: 
In response to PREA, the National Institute of Justice … has undertaken a number of studies and related activities to provide more information on prison rape…. Once collected, this information will be used to help improve how correctional facilities address sexual violence among inmates (NIJ, 2006: 60, emphasis mine).

Sexual violence committed by prisoners is a significant problem and requires attention.  However, to treat prison sexual violence as something perpetrated by prisoners alone and to focus solely on sexual assault as defined by law is to ignore key forms of sexual violation and coercion perpetrated in carceral facilities, and to disregard the sexual coercion that is inherent in incarceration itself (Ristroph, 2006).
How We Conceptualize Sexual Violence Shapes How We (Don’t) Respond
Although mainstream feminist anti-rape organizing rhetoric frames sexual violence as a social problem rooted in patriarchal social structure (e.g. Buchwald, Fletcher and Roth, 1993), the evolving emphasis on services to individual victims has marginalized activism aimed at changing broader social structures (Russo, 2001).  Mainstream, second-wave feminist organizing has often been dominated by white, middle class women (Sandoval, 2000) and has focused on forms of violence perhaps most likely to affect such women:  interpersonal violence such as partner abuse and rape by partners, dates, relatives, acquaintances, and strangers (Crenshaw, 1996; Smith, 2005; Davis, 1983; Ferree and Hess, 2000; Matthews, 1989).  Mainstream feminist anti-violence groups have traditionally been less likely to focus on institutionalized violence that primarily affects low income women of color, such as police brutality; abuse by immigration agents; violence in prison; and systems of prostitution (Incite-Critical Resistance, 2005; Crenshaw, 1996; Russo, 2001).  Furthermore the alliance of RCCs with the state limits their potential to address the violence and repression of the state institutions they rely on (police, courts, and prison, and also public assistance, child welfare agencies, and substance abuse treatment facilities) (Bumiller, 2008).  Bumiller (2008: 15) contends that “the feminist alliance with the state has produced… a joining of forces with the neoliberal project of social control,” which includes high levels of state surveillance over individuals and communities, as well as the potential state use of campaigns for antiviolence and human rights as a “vehicle to advance the neoliberal agenda around the globe.”
This study advocates building on conceptualizations of sexual violence articulated by Andrea Smith (2005) which recognize the role of state institutions in perpetrating and normalizing systematic sexual violence. With this comes the hope that recognizing these forms of sexual violence and demanding institutional accountability may broaden the possibilities for resistance and social transformation.  

This research examines several ways institutional practices shape conceptualizations of sexual violence. First, as the institutional outgrowth of the feminist anti-rape movement, the rape crisis center has framed the prototypical form of sexual violence as an attack, often by one individual against another, at a discrete point in time.
  In part, this is rooted in organizational practices and funding streams that connect RCCs to the criminal legal system.  RCC definitions of sexual violence are often linked to criminal codes. Especially when RCCs must prove their effectiveness to funders in terms of advocacy within the criminal legal system, RCCs have an incentive to view sexual violence in terms of “crimes” and “cases” that can be prosecuted.  They must then conceptualize sexual violence as a distinct moment in time between an individual victim and individual perpetrator(s), rather than conceptualizing sexual violence as a set of sexually abusive, exploitative, and humiliating relations of power that manifest over time in multiple forms of coercion, surveillance, degradation, violation, assault, and harm.  Most mainstream RCCs lack the tools, practices, vision, and community base to address or even to conceptualize ongoing oppressive power deployed by the state against incarcerated women; women criminalized for their race, ethnicity, or religion; or colonized women as forms of sexual violence.   
Andrea Smith’s (2005) analysis of sexual violence against American Indian women provides a stronger frame for understanding sexual violence in prison than the frame provided by the mainstream feminist antiviolence movement.  Smith (2005: 33) writes: “It is undeniable that U.S. policy has codified the ‘rapability’ of Native women.  Indeed, the U.S. and other colonizing countries are engaged in ‘permanent social war’ against the bodies of women of color and indigenous women.”  Smith (2005: 3) explains, “Sexual violence is a tool by which certain peoples become ‘rapable.’  These peoples are then violated, not only through direct or sexual assault, but through a wide variety of state policies, ranging from environmental racism to sterilization abuse.”  
Do contemporary RCCs provide levels of analysis and intervention capable of addressing systematic sexual violence?  Patricia Yancey Martin (2005) asserts that RCCs do not focus excessively on individualized responses to rape, and documents how RCC staff advocate for systems change, perform community education, and develop rape prevention programs.  While Martin’s book provides an admirably nuanced analysis of RCCs and defends them against some common criticisms, Rape Work does not mention the glaring failure of rape crisis organizations to address the widespread problem of prison sexual violence.  A liberal, individually-focused feminist approach to sexual violence remains at the root of the social construction of sexual violence embedded in the practices of RCCs (Bumiller, 2008; Russo, 2001).  Although this approach recognizes failures of social structures and institutions to fully recognize and respond to the harms of rape, the discourse does not recognize the possibility of an institution such as the state acting as the perpetrator of sexual violence.  Yet, state sexual violence is clearly demonstrated in the policies and practices of prisons.
Forms of Sexual Violence against Women Incarcerated in Illinois
State actors perpetrate sexual violence against women in prison in multiple ways: directly physically overpowering a woman in order to have sexual contact; coercing a woman into sexual contact through the use of overt or veiled threats; using inducements such as privileges or access to resources in exchange for sexual contact; creation of unequal or exploitive “romances;” strip-searching; and sexual harassment and sexualized surveillance.  This section examines each form of sexual violence in turn, focusing on Illinois and based on interviews with Illinois prisoner advocates, attorneys, and an RCC worker who counseled in a county jail; news reports; and documentation of several lawsuits against Cook County and Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) personnel.
    

  The most obvious form of sexual violence is similar to the ambush attack that is the primary image of rape in the mainstream imagination: one individual physically forces another into unwanted sexual activity (Ristroph, 2006).  For many people, only this scenario qualifies as “actual sexual assault” of women in prison.  

A second form of sexual violence occurs when guards force a woman into sexual contact through threats of harm against a woman or her loved ones, or deprivation of basic resources.  Guards control every aspect of prisoners’ lives in a way that parallels the control that batterers establish over domestic violence victims, or the control colonizers establish over the colonized.  A civil rights attorney who has represented many prisoners explained in an interview:  “Your entire life [as a prisoner] depends on the guards…. You don’t have any other source of food, water, light…. You’re all dependent on the officials to give it to you…. Guards have total control over a prisoner.”  
A third form of sexual violence that prison staff perpetrate is the promise of goods, resources, or special treatment in exchange for sex acts.  Illinois Criminal Code defines a guard’s sexual contact with a prisoner, even with prisoner’s alleged “consent,” as “Custodial Sexual Misconduct,” (West Group, 2002).  This is a Class 3 Felony in Illinois, punishable by probation or up to five years in prison (Adams and Olson, 2001).  If a woman agrees to the trade, why is this sexual violence?  The attorney quoted above also stated in the interview:
[I]f someone is so driven that they’re willing to use sex in order to get something, why is the system set up so they’re that desperate in the first place?  Are they using sex because otherwise they’re not getting any food?  
A fourth form of sexual violence is includes sexual contact with guards in the context of ongoing “romantic” relationships.  While Illinois state law considers this a crime by guards, prison administrations may not work actively against such liaisons.  Some incarcerated women may actively seek relationships with guards for the variety of reasons addressed earlier by Smith (2003, see footnote 2).  This type of relationship is created by and made inherently unequal by the fact of incarceration itself.  The civil rights attorney quoted above said about prisoner/guard relationships:
I view it very much like children.  In theory, a child can say, yes, I want to have sex with an adult.  Well, the law has said that is not a choice that we, as a society, allow a child to make.  I think the same thing should apply to prisoners.  Prisoners are in an environment which is completely controlled by the guards, typically male guards, and therefore male guards have tremendous influence over them…. [A]ll sex in prison between guards and prisoners should be considered nonconsensual, and is, in Illinois.  
While it is problematic to infantilize women in prison and to erase their agency,
 the analogy to children usefully highlights the power of guards and the vulnerability of prisoners.
  Incarcerated women live with so much constraint that they have little possibility for sexuality and human interaction on their own terms.  Sexual relationships between prisoners are also prohibited and may be fraught with their own complicated power dynamics.  Furthermore, any physical contact, such as hugging, between prisoners is generally prohibited by the state.  
A fifth form of sexual violence is the strip search.  Male guards are only supposed to strip search women in an emergency, but what constitutes an emergency has not been well-defined.  Sometimes guards search women expressly as a form of punishment or harassment.  In cases of routine strip search, IDOC, state officials, and much of the public at large consider strip-searching a legitimate part of security and control at the prison, yet the pain these searches inflict is enormous and their contribution to safety is debatable.  

An Illinois RCC advocate who has done sexual assault crisis counseling in Cook County Jail describes the harm and humiliation of the strip search:

I can understand the searches [to address drugs in the jail].  I just think—there has to be some kind of dignity.  And in here—40 women standing up, completely naked, and spread and squat and cough— I had no idea they were doing it while all these women were present in the same room.  My clients have gone through that repeatedly.  They told me that that’s a problem….  And they could do it for hours.  It wasn’t like they do it and then go.

Formerly jailed persons have filed several class action suits against Cook County, Illinois. Former detainees complained that county staff strip-searched them in groups, performed vaginal swabs to test for sexually transmitted infections among women, strip-searched people who had been found innocent and were preparing for release, and committed other acts of violence and harassment against detainees during searches.  The county and plaintiffs settled some of the cases out of court; in other cases judgments were made against the county to pay formerly detained persons damages and to give injunctive relief (e.g. Young v. County of Cook, 2009).  Prison strip searches have received less legal attention in Illinois, perhaps because prisoners are more stigmatized than those in jail, and perhaps because prisoners are generally more isolated and disconnected from legal services and community support.
An advocate with an agency providing legal services to prisoners described the trauma inflicted by prison strip searches in an interview:
[At] Dwight, Lincoln and Decatur, [guards make women do a] full naked strip search before they meet with us.  We had two women refuse interviews [for free legal services] because they didn’t want the search. [It’s] painful, [and] embarrassing as hell. If you’ve been sexually abused, taking off your clothes even when you’re alone in a room [can be hard], not to mention taking your clothes off in front of officers you don’t know. The vulnerability of being in prison is you have no control over your life.  You have nothing. That will depress anyone.  Strip searches are terrible….. We always ask the guards what’s [women’s] reason for refusal [of legal services]; the guards said [the women] didn’t want to be strip searched.
One attorney interviewed also noted that some prisoners are so traumatized by the strip search process that they choose not to receive any visits, even from their attorneys and their own children.  

In addition to the assaults mentioned above, prison staff’s sexual harassment of women in prison is pervasive and extreme.  A prisoner advocate who has worked extensively with women who are currently and formerly incarcerated explained:

The harassment is pretty regular and pretty constant and people just sort of deal with it, thinking you don’t really have the right to question or do anything about it.  
On a non-scientific survey about prison sexual assault and harassment sent to Illinois women prisoners by Chicago attorney Alan Mills,
 about seventy percent of respondents said that IDOC staff had called them obscene or offensive names; many women said this happened frequently.  More than half the women said that male guards had watched them while they used the toilet, showered, or dressed, sometimes verbally harassing them at the same time. The survey was not reliable or statistically valid, yet it gives us some idea of women’s experiences. Perhaps most informative is that women began calling the survey the “seg survey,” claiming that staff retaliated by sending to seg women who reported sexual assault within the supposedly confidential survey. 
While some of the forms of sexual violence described above are routine state practices, other forms, such as physically forced rape, are explicitly criminalized by the state. The following section examines how IDOC officials respond when survivors of violence seek redress.  
State Responses to Reports of Sexual Violence
When a woman imprisoned in Illinois reports that a guard has raped her, prison staff place her in segregation, which is the punishment block, also known as “seg,” or “the hole.”  There, she is denied access to any resources available on a limited basis to the general prison population, including telephone calls, visits, work, school, friends and peers, and commissary where she can buy food and supplies.  Prison staff say this “administrative segregation” protects an alleged rape victim and allows for proper investigation.  Yet, confinement to segregation is the same practice the prison uses to punish women who commit crimes in prison.  In the past, before guards were prohibited by law from having sexual contact with prisoners, prison practice explicitly punished women who had sexual contact with guards, despite coercion.  Alleging rape meant acknowledging sexual contact, so any woman who reported rape was sent to segregation as punishment.  Now, although state law and prison policy supposedly hold guards rather than prisoners accountable for sexual contact between them, the practice of confining reporters to seg remains the same, only with a different justification.  
In addition to being isolating and disruptive, segregation may be dangerous for women.  In a current case pending in Illinois, a woman alleges that she was raped in 29 separate attacks while in the general population of Dwight Correctional Center, a women’s prison.  She states that after she reported that a guard had raped her, she was placed in segregation, where she alleges that a guard raped her and impregnated her (Puccinelli, 2008).
Clearly, there is great disincentive for women to report sexual violence.  In addition, prison staff sometimes actively block investigations.  An attorney stated in an interview that prison staff deliberately sabotaged her investigation of a case.  Prison staff showed the prisoner pictures of guards who were not signed in to work on the unit the night she was raped and asked her to identify the rapist.  When she said that none of them had done it, they closed the investigation.  The attorney’s later investigation found that different guards were on the unit that night, and the survivor identified one of them as the rapist.  

Prisoners surviving rape face special challenges in reporting, getting help, and pressing charges. If a woman does want to report, she doesn’t have easy access to a telephone or to sympathetic medical personnel.  She has to wait to come in contact with someone she trusts.  This may not be within the timeframe necessary for her to do a rape kit for forensic evidence.  The longer it takes for her to report, the less credible her claim seems to administrators and to the general public (e.g. juries).  To further dissuade a woman from reporting, if she makes an allegation of sexual assault that administration determines to be false (unfounded), administrators may issue her a ticket – a sanction that could extend her prison sentence.

These multiple forms of sexual violence call for decisive and systematic action from feminist antiviolence activists, but the response has been slow to nonexistent.  The following section discusses interviews with RCC workers in Illinois. No interviewee described hostility or disregard towards women prisoners, yet sexual violence against incarcerated women is largely outside the RCC framework of sexual violence and antiviolence advocacy. 
Interviews with Rape Crisis Center Workers and Prisoner Advocates: RCC Staff and Management Accounts of (Not) Working in Prisons
The following analysis is based on interviews with thirteen staff from one-third (eleven) of the agency members of the Illinois Coalition Against Sexual Assault (ICASA).
  RCC workers in general were passionate about their work, dedicated to ending violence against women and serving survivors, and critical of the wider society’s tolerance of and ignorance about sexual violence.  
Workers’ conceptualizations and frameworks are shaped in large part by the everyday rules and routines of their organizations (March and Olsen, 1989).  A quick comparison of RCC workers and battered women’s shelter (BWS) workers illuminates this point.  While BWSs grew out of the same feminist antiviolence framework as RCCs, each group’s conceptualizations of violence, views on antiviolence work, and descriptions of survivors’ needs differs due to the everyday practices of their agencies, the functions of their organizations, and their institutional linkages.  RCC workers generally provide sexual assault counseling, medical advocacy, or legal advocacy.  While these resources are scarce, there is little demand from non-survivors.  RCC workers in general have positive descriptions of survivors of sexual violence, affirming their belief in survivors’ stories and referring to their services as “victim-centered.”  

BWS workers, by contrast, control emergency housing, a scarce resource in high demand by many economically disadvantaged people (VanNatta, 2005).  Shelter workers screen potential clients before admitting them for housing, on the lookout for women who are “not really battered” and instead, “just homeless.”  These workers also seek to maintain order in residential facilities that are often crowded and stressful.  In general, BWS workers spoke of their work with more frustration and sought to exert more control over survivors’ behavior (VanNatta, 2005).  RCC workers, by contrast, were not focused on assessing whether individuals seeking their services were “real victims” and did not discuss frustrations with survivors’ behavior.
This paper is in no way a story of inadequate, biased RCC workers who fail to recognize the plight of women prisoners.  Instead, the research documents how organizational practices, institutional linkages, and conceptualizations of social problems interact together to produce particular visions of antiviolence work.  Overall, RCC workers did see sexual violence as a social issue, rather than as an isolated individual problem, yet in general, their everyday practical work had little focus on systematic, institutionalized violence.
When asked how they viewed the goals of their organizations and their own job duties, most of the ICASA member organization workers stated that their goal was to meet the needs of survivors of sexual assault, particularly through counseling and legal or medical advocacy.  Agencies typically had programs for counseling, prevention/education, hotline, legal advocacy, and medical advocacy.  Sometimes staff engaged in “institutional advocacy,” which can involve systems change.  Individual RCC workers spoke to a limited extent about the role of institutions in sexual violence, generally focusing on systematic abuses and cover-ups in the Catholic Church and the U.S. military.  

Of nine center staff who responded to a question about doing work in the prisons, none had a specific outreach program or articulated focus on working against sexual violence or advocating for survivors in either men’s or women’s prisons.  One organization had a program in the women’s wing of the county jail.  Eight of the nine noted that their organization would be willing to take collect calls from prison, and one worker was not sure what her organization’s policy was on the matter.  All of the nine interviewees said that their organization, to their knowledge, had not actually taken a collect call or received a letter from an incarcerated person.
  
Several interviewees mentioned that they knew that other organizations provided services in the prisons or jails, but only two of the interviewees said that their programs currently did so. One RCC staffer, Sarah, noted that her organization used to provide domestic violence groups and sexual assault groups at a local prison in the past, when it housed women. They stopped holding groups when an incarcerated client made an accusation against an RCC worker; Sarah was not sure of the nature of the complaint. Since that time, Sarah said that the prison was no longer a “safe environment” and the RCC stopped holding the groups.  One program staff person said that her organization had a group at a local women’s jail;  one executive director, Amy, stated that her organization provided individual counseling to detainees at the local jail when she received referrals from the jail chaplain.  Several RCC staff members noted that staff and volunteer training mentioned women prisoners briefly in a segment on “special populations.” One interviewee said that the topic was not covered at all. 
When discussing lack of advocacy and services for prisoners, interviewees mentioned several factors: distance between RCCs and carceral facilities; special barriers to providing services in prison; lack of time and resources; and the complexity of working with “offenders.” 

First, most RCCs are physically far from women’s prisons. Most RCCs use geographical location in determining their service population since most services are provided face-to-face.  While the highest density of RCCs in Illinois is the Chicago area, most prisons are located downstate.  
Second, several interviewees mentioned that their agencies lacked the resources to focus on prisoners, particularly given that prisons post challenges for providing services according to RCC standard model and format inside.  Sarah said: 

[At] one time, [we] thought about trying to get in [to work with prisoners] but probably not at this point in time. And with our caseload, we really don’t have that much open time to go in and do that, and so much of the restrictions and everything for getting into prisons and working in that environment, we’d have to go through that. 

Amy, the executive director whose organization does provide some limited services to jail detainees, mentioned: 
[T]here’s so much [incarcerated] individuals have to do to survive in the jail environment. [To participate in therapy, you] have to make yourself vulnerable contra the tough façade to survive in jail.  A lot of work cannot get done in that setting. You have to maintain that façade to keep yourself safe… [T]o do good therapy you need to have a safe environment.

A central issue that came out, sometimes subtly, in the interviews, was the concept that a prisoner is a different sort of person from the rest of the population.  Sarah believed that working with incarcerated people required special training: 
I have personally done work in the prison on a volunteer basis and at this point I prefer working just with the average citizen, not a prisoner.  I think it takes some special training to work with prisoners. That’s a different clientele of people, and that’s a different environment in a prison, and, we’ve had no training on dealing with those kind of issues. Just the fact that people are in that environment and how they got there; I think that puts a whole different slant on working with a victim in there.  
Amy commented on the difference she perceived between doing work in jail vs. outside: 

People doing therapy outside … don’t have to live constantly on watch, [but] people I work with in jail [are] constantly on watch, all their other time in the jail.  Sounds like a whole different world.

Asked about whether her organization did any work with male rape survivors in prison, Sarah gave the caveat, “I don’t want to badmouth people or say things ‘cause I'm not an expert in prison work, so my opinion is not exactly a professional opinion on some of those things.” At the same time, she explained her perspective, based on her experience doing volunteer teaching in a prison: 

I …[was] told certain things to look out for because [prisoners] are good at conning people and trying to get away with whatever, and I'm not the type of person who wants to second guess people whether they’re lying or they’re conning me or whatever, And so I think it’s a different type of therapy.  The therapy we do here at this [RCC] agency is client centered, which means the client takes the lead in their process of recovery, in the decision making.  The choices are theirs.  There are certain populations of people that need more stricter and more reality based therapy.  That’s not what we do here.  I'm not the type of therapist who goes in trying to detect if people are lying and to hold them accountable to it.  That’s not what I do.  And I think in prison population I would have to be very aware if somebody was just pulling the wool over my eyes, and conning me, so I don’t have training with that.  

Cindy, the only counselor interviewed who had extensive experience counseling in a county jail, spoke at length of the challenges that sexual assault crisis counselors face in working in carceral facilities.  First, she found that the women she counseled in the jail had often faced extensive and extreme violence outside the jail.  Sometimes these stories created vicarious trauma for her.  She commented:

You hear some horrible stories.  You hear stories of people telling you that their parent was so into their own addiction that when they ran out of money and had nothing else to give, that they were given to the drug dealer as a trade.  So then, they became a sex slave of this drug person.  They were as young as 5, 6 years old.  And I have clients who—as a part of their abuse—when their partner would leave to go to work, would chain them to radiators and put a bowl in front of them so they could have water for the day.  Or something to urinate in.  This is stuff that actually happened.  So there have been counselors that go in there, you hear this, and you think that you don’t want to deal with it anymore.  ‘Cause just having to deal with rape crisis trauma is a lot.  But when you compound it with years of this type of abuse that they’ve suffered at the hand of their parent or at the hand of someone that their parent trusted or that they trusted.  And then, having drugs.  I know clients who at 8 and 9 years old had heroin shot up in them.  So, those are the types of things that some counselors don’t want to deal with.  

Cindy explained that counselors also sometimes wanted to avoid working at the jail because the women detained there may sometimes direct their anger toward the counselor:

The clientele is not necessarily the most friendly….  One female client said to me, “I could blow your brains out right now and think nothing of it.” …  And then you get, on top of that, the clients themselves. Some of them have become very hard, and so they want to talk about it, but if they talk about it too much, they get very emotional and then they get angry at the person they’re talking to.  And that can be scary for some people….  [Some rape crisis center directors think to themselves], I’m not going to send my staff in there to hear all of this stuff and try to help and then get attitude from the client….  

Cindy found it hard to do her job adequately amidst the abusiveness of personnel at the jail and noted that this was not conducive to healing:

I have heard [the guards] talk down to [the women who are detained at the jail].  Really, that’s one of the most difficult parts about—for me—being at the jail.  Worse than the attitudes that you might get from the clients.  Because everybody has a right to be treated with dignity.  Even if you are incarcerated.  And I’m not trying to be some bleeding heart.  I think there are people who really should be in jail and never be released.  But I also believe that there should be some humaneness to it.  That you could say—“could you stand on that line” and not “get your ass in line you stupid blank!”  ….that’s very disturbing. 

One of my clients came to me and she had done something that she was in the hole.  And when they brought her, she was shackled and handcuffed.  And that was really uncomfortable.  Having someone sit in front of me for an hour in handcuffs and shackled.  When that happens, the sergeant actually stands outside the door. Apparently, this person’s done something out of the norm that they can’t be trusted.  And so I said to the sergeant, “Is this necessary?  Can you, for just while she’s in here, take off the handcuffs and the shackles?”  And he’s like, “No, we can’t do that.”  

The correctional staff may interfere with the healing process by mistreating both counselors and women who are detained or incarcerated, as Cindy explained:

One of the reasons [some counselors stopped coming] is that they didn’t like dealing with the officers.  It wasn’t their own personal experience with the clients.  It was the officers.  They said that, “I can’t do real advocacy for my client and spend an hour trying to empower her or support her and then she walks out the door and she gets called some horrible name.”  And I totally understand that.  And so some of them decided they’re not going back. …  .  Also….  I get teased [by jail staff]: “Oh, here you come with your tissues.” And, “What are they crying about today?” 

Other advocates interviewed who had not personally worked in the prisons or jails did not mention prisons or jails or the need to stop rape or help survivors in those institutions.  Some advocates mention the need to change institutional practices in other parts of U.S. society, particularly cover-ups and transfers of priests and military personnel who have committed rape.  None of the ICASA staff interviewed brought up issues of sexual violence or strip searches in the prisons as an issue for counseling, advocacy, prevention, or systems change.  Most prevention efforts are focused on the high schools, and tend to focus on educating people about what sexual assault is and how frequently it happens.  Sexual assault prevention education is aimed at primarily at potential victims, particularly girls.
Several prevention educators mentioned anti-bullying programs as being positively linked with their work.  When asked what they think others in our society should be doing to stop rape, almost all advocates first mentioned building more awareness that the problem exists.  One interviewee said that if people really knew how prevalent sexual assault was, maybe people would finally work to stop it.  

As for the cause of rape, no one mentioned institutional practices or state-sponsored systematic violence.  Workers instead mentioned general attitudes, usually men’s belief that they had a right to do it.  Also, several mentioned power and control, and some mentioned sexism.  Advocates tended to express that our society needs to be “tougher” on perpetrators.
Some advocates mention a link between being sexually abused as a child and growing up to become a perpetrator.  A complex issue that several advocates raised was how an agency should respond to a child survivor who is ‘sexually acting out’ as a symptom of rape trauma syndrome.  When sexually attacking others, at what point has that child “become a perpetrator?”  One interviewee stated that at after about age fifteen, she felt individuals who sexually attacked others were making a choice, and, regardless of history of victimization, could be considered perpetrators.  Thus, she asserted that a child could cross the line from being a victim into being a perpetrator, at which point a victim services agency could no longer work with him.  

When child survivors are sexually aggressive, the complex distinction between victims and perpetrators requires consideration.  What is the line between perpetrators and survivors?  How does thinking about victims and offenders as mutually exclusive categories shape how antiviolence organizations do or do not work with women and men who are being brutalized in prison?

How Can Systematic State Violence in Prisons Be Stopped?
There are no simple strategies to stop sexual violence or state coercion.  The most reliable way to reduce the impact of prison sexual violence in the United States is to reduce incarceration.  Angela Davis (2003) contends that we mistakenly take prison for granted as a useful social institution.  The prison industrial complex has clearly failed to stop homicide, battery, and sexual assault.  Many forms of sexual violence are not criminalized, most criminal sexual violence is not reported, most sexual assault reporting does not result in conviction, and people who are incarcerated are generally not improved by the experience.
Incarceration itself is a social problem, enacting racism and classism that devastates families and communities.  Yet, as Bumiller (2008) points out, in sympathy with Foucault (1979), coercive state surveillance and control shapes the lives of women (and men) far beyond the walls of the prison industrial complex.  To create a truly democratic state requires more than the state easing off on the most overtly tortuous practices. Likewise, Angela Davis (2003) warns that prison reform may reduce some of the suffering of individual prisoners in some cases, yet may actually strengthen the institution of the prison itself, so that individuals committed to justice must be cautious in pressing for prison reform.  In the meantime, what is our responsibility to humans inside prison walls?
As for the role of RCCs, their organizational structure and function position them poorly to take on all the sexually coercive and abusive practices of the neoliberal state.    Schmitt and Martin (1999) value insider organizing, or feminists working for social changes from within mainstream institutions.  Lebon (1996), by contrast, claims that successful insider organizing only takes place when there is additional feminist activism outside mainstream institutions.  Schmitt and Martin assert that even in the absence of outsider organizing, feminists inside mainstream institutions can change the mainstream.  To the extent this is true, RCCs can play a role in protecting the human rights of prisoners.  Some tactics that might be compatible with RCC capacity could be to incorporate the concept of institutional sexual violence into trainings, to advocate with legislators and prison administration for human rights protections in prisons to bring US prisons into line with international human rights standards,
 to reconsider alliances with criminal legal system, and to expand prevention work beyond schools.  RCCs can also re-center the voices of women targeted by the criminal legal system in building analysis and developing organizing strategies (Bierria, 2007).  This would require a radical revision of current RCC collective representations of sexual assault (Loseke 1999); frames for thinking about sexual assault (Goffman, 1974; Chasteen, 2001); institutional alliances with other organizations and systems; everyday rules and routines (March and Olsen 1989; Martin and Powell, 1994), and funding and accountability structures (Bierria, 2007).
Perhaps the most vigorous organizing against prison sexual violence must take place outside of RCCs, and even outside of the non-profit industrial complex.  Bumiller has asserted sexual violence prevention campaigns must focus chiefly on promoting economic sustainability for women, so that women have sufficient “emotional, material and communal support to sustain themselves” (2008: 163), and also on preventing the government from interfering with women’s full autonomy.  As Incite notes (2007), this revolution will not be funded.  Some degree of “outsider organizing,” as Lebon asserts, will be necessary to promote such dramatic social change. 

Community accountability models, restorative justice processes, and transformative justice are being implemented on a local basis to address the major issues that lead to incarceration, such as drug and property crimes.  Although these models have many limitations (Incite-Critical Resistance, 2005; Bumiller, 2008), they represent positive alternatives to prison, and perhaps open a door for new forms of creative resistance.
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� Beyond the scope of this paper, though prevalent and serious, is sexual violence against women in juvenile detention centers and immigration detention centers, violence by U.S. personnel in prisons and detention centers abroad, violence against men in all manner of carceral facilities, and sexual violence perpetrated by incarcerated persons.  


� Brenda Smith, who filed a class action suit on behalf of women impregnated by guards in the 1980s, acknowledges incarcerated women’s agency and recognizes that there may be “complicated personal and strategic reasons why women may have sex in prison, like the need for intimacy, the desire to express their sexuality, the desire to bear a child” (2003: Notes, 4).  At the same time, she points to the “special responsibility correctional institutions bear towards inmates” (2003: 4) due to incarcerated persons’ total dependence on the institution and staff.  Smith notes that not only do most states have statutes prohibiting staff from having sexual contact with prisoners, but also that the state has a Constitutional duty to prevent such contact.  


� Certainly, RCCs attend to other forms of sexual violence, such as the ongoing sexual harassment of a hostile environment with degrading pornography.  Nevertheless, the organizational focus of the RCC is counseling, medical advocacy and legal advocacy for survivors of rape. 


� As indicated earlier, narratives directly from incarcerated and formerly incarcerated women themselves are necessary to fully understand prison sexual violence.  Seeking this information from women who are currently imprisoned, however, puts them at high risk for retaliation from guards. More work must be done to give voice to formerly incarcerated women for a fuller account of experiences of prison sexual violence.


� See Ristroph, 2006, for a useful analysis of the complexities of consent in prisons


�  Manifesting both women’s agency and their extreme oppression, these guard/inmate “romances” deserve a more detailed analysis than this paper affords them. For further analysis of this topic, see also see Smith (2006).


�  Mills had to get a court order in order to distribute the survey as part of a sexual assault lawsuit against IDOC.  Of the 2,444 surveys that Mills mailed out, women returned only 70 completed responses. 


� These open-ended, in-depth interviews were conducted in person and over the phone during 2002-2003, involving both line staff (e.g. advocates and counselors), and administrators (e.g. executive directors and program coordinators).  Pseudonyms are used.


� The Illinois Department of Correction stamps outgoing mail to indicate it comes from prison; collect calls are preceded by an automated message stating that the call originates within the DOC.  


� Brenda Smith (2003) comments that ending male custodial supervision of women, while certainly not a panacea, offers hope for ameliorating some of the sexual violence against incarcerated women and brings the U.S. more into compliance with international human rights standards. 





