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^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^ywomen in prison [ 

Criminalizing 
the 

Symptoms 

Compelled to Crime: The Gender 

Entrapment of Battered Black Women 

by Beth E. Richie, Routledge,1996 

The old dogs have got a new trick 

It's called criminalize the symptoms 

While you spread the disease. 

?Ani de Franco 

Beth Richie spent some time listening to 
battered black women incarcerated at 

Rikers Island and has written a remark 

able book rooted in their life experi 
ences. This book is a departure from 
much of what is written about women 

in prison because it takes into account 
the totality of their life experience and it 
examines the social forces that act to 
structure them in a way that women end 

up incarcerated. 
So much of what is written, 

especially nowadays, ignores the 
structural factors that shape the lives of 

poor women of color, and instead 
focuses myopically on "personal 
responsibility," individual "choice," or 

the problem of drug addiction?as 

though all of these existed in a social 
vacuum. 

Gender Entrapment 
This book begins, not with a theory 

of its own to impose on the women's 

lives, but with their lives in their en 

tirety?all the experiences that culminate 
in what Richie calls "gender entrap 

ment." Richie describes how "physical 
assaults, emotional degradations, 
marginalized/tenuous economic status 
and overt racism formed a seemingly 
impermeable web of despair" in the lives 
of the women she interviewed. For 

relationships with men. These women, 
because of their high degree of loyalty to 
men and their dreams of having a 

conventional family, became less able to 
save themselves from violence, degrada 
tion, and eventual imprisonment. 
Compared with the white women she 

interviewed, Richie found that black 
battered women were "less realistic, 
more tolerant, and conciliatory and 
conscious of the pressures on their male 

partners from the social world"? 

qualities which contributed to their own 
entrapment. She also found, like other 
studies of women in prison, that black 
battered women suffered immensely 
from the aftereffects of abuse: "chronic 

physical pain, drug and alcohol addic 
tion, miscarriages, and long-term 
emotional disorders that were a conse 

quence of being abused." Also like most 

studies, Richie found that both black and 
white battered women described the 
emotional abuse and sexual abuse that 

they experienced as particularly painful 
and enduring, even more so than the 

widespread physical abuse endured. 

Six Paths to Incarceration 
One of the most compelling parts of 

the book is the chapter entitled "Six 
Paths to Crime," in which Richie details 
six ways in which the effects of gender 
entrapment render a poor black battered 
woman vulnerable to illegal activity 
which could land her in prison. 

1: Women Held Hostage 
The first path, termed "Women Held 

Hostage," occurs when women are held 

responsible for their batterer's killing of 
one of their children. Richie found the 
women in this group to have experi 

I decided that no man would ever hit me 

again like that. Never. 

Richie, gender entrapment is the the fact 
that black women are vulnerable to 

men's violence in intimate relationships 
on the one hand, while their everyday 
efforts to survive and react to living 
with violence have become increasingly 
criminalized on the other. 

One of Richie's ironic findings is 
that many of the women she interviewed 

were even further immersed into gender 
entrapment through their expectations 
and hopes of having happy, mutual 

enced the most "severe cases of 

abuse,...the most insidious emotional 

abuse, and the most extreme isolation." 
In a quote from one woman's story, 

I'm here because my husband 
wanted to kill me, and since he 

couldn't, he killed my baby 
instead. He knows I'd rather be 

dead than have my child dead, so 

this worked out better for him.... 
It started one afternoon when I 

was sleeping in a very deep sleep 
because he had kept me up for 
two days in a row.... This day he 
told me that our son had fallen 
and hit his head on the edge of 
the table.... [My son] died 

waiting in the same emergency 

room that I had been in two 

nights before after my husband 
tried to kill me.... My husband 
was arrested there, and four days 
later, at my son's funeral, I was 

arrested and brought to Riker's 
Island. He told the detectives that 
I hit my son on the head with a 

hammer the police found in ^ 
the trash can in our ?s ?S?' 
kitchen.... ve been ^k^^ ^ 

beaten up since 
ve been here 

too.... Everyone 

hates a woman 

who sleeps while 
her child is being 
killed. The only 
reason I don *t hate 

myself is because I 

don V even exist 

anymore after 
twelve years of 
being abused. 

2: Protection and 
Association 

The second path to crime occurs 

when battered women are "arrested for 
violent crimes directed at men other than 
the batterer in a symbolic or protected 
retaliation for past abuse." As one 
women recounts, 

It took me a long time to get 
angry, but my anger is actually 
what got me in big trouble. I 
decided that no man would ever 

hit me again like that. Never. So 
one night...my cousin accused me 

of stealing some money from [my 
grandmother]. I was so mad that 
I left the apartment and he 
chased me into the street... and 

eventually started beating me, 

trying to pick a fight. He hit me 
in the head and I lost 
consciousness. He was still hitting 
me when I came around, and I 

just lost my mind, flashing back 
to when my husband used to sit 
on my stomach and slap my face. 

/ took a metal stick I always 
carry in my bag and beat him in 

the head over and over again. I 

really didn 't mean to kill him; I 

just lost my mind and this terror 
came over me. There were 

witnesses...but no one came to 

help until I really started hitting 
him.... Theyfoimdmy 

grandmother's money in 

my cousin 's jacket 

^ pocket later that 

72? night. 

3: Sexual 

Exploitation 
The third path to 
incarceration is 

through sexual 

exploitation where 
abusive men coerce 

^ women into sex 

\ * work*Allbutone 
' of the women in this 

study who were arrested for sex work 
had a history of sexual abuse as children 
or as adults by other men in addition to 

being abused by their husbands or 

boyfriends. One woman recounts, 

/ was gang-raped by three men in 

the lobby of my building when I 
was coming in from work late one 

night. It was my third time; the 

first was when I was nine. I think 

my husband set the whole thing 
up, because he wasn't the least bit 

sorry for me. No, he beat me for 

being raped. From there he 

started thinking that I should 
make money from having sex with 

lots of men, so I became a 

prostitute in our own apartment. 

continued on page 14 

Richie describes how "physical assaults, 
emotional degradations, marginalized/tenuous 
economic status and overt racism formed a 

seemingly impermeable web of despair..." 
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Criminalizing the Symptoms 
continued from page 13 

It was a good way to make 

money, but it was almost my 
death sentence because he used 

being a prostitute as an excuse 

for beating me. Working the 
streets was really safer for me 

because at least I'd be away from 
him...Ididn't care who did what 
to me; other men using my body 
became a way to get a break from 
him.... I think he turned me in to 

the undercover in exchange for 
them letting him slide in a drug 
bust. 

4: Fighting Back 
The fourth path was fighting back, 

through crimes of arson or other 

property damage, or assaults of the 

women's batterer during an abusive 

episode. 
/ was really getting it. My nose 
was broken, my body was all 

bruised, and he was using 
weapons like he was crazy. One 

night he was really on me and I 

yelled to him that I would kill 
him if he didn V leave me alone. 

The neighbors upstairs heard me, 
and that was the evidence they 
used to arrest me for arson after 
we knocked a candle over during 
the fight. I was not trying to set 

the apartment on fire at all. I was 

just trying to kick him and kicked 
it over instead.... No one was 

hurt in the fire, but they said I 
intentionally set it and then 

fled.... They must have seen the 

"Burning Bed" or something. 
They could tell I'd been hit, 

given my black eyes and the scars 
on my face, but it didn't matter in 

my case. He 's on the outside and 
I'm facing a trial on an arson 

charge just for trying to get him 
off my back. 

5: Poverty 
The fifth path to incarceration for 

women was when women committed 

property and other economically 
motivated crimes?although many were 

forced into such crimes through being 
battered. One woman described her life: 

The abuse got so bad that it was 

getting hard for me to keep going 
to work. Since we needed the 

money, this only made him more 

upset, and I was getting really 

desperate. I started working for a 

white family who had more than 

enough things, so I started lifting 
food and clothes. They would just 
leave money around, and once he 
came there to finish an attack he 

started the night before and he 
saw the money and took it and 
some jewelry. He said he had no 

respect for me being a maid... and 

that he 'd think more of me if I 
put my "slave work" to use for 
us. So I began... to steal stuff. He 
was beating me and harassing me 

and teasing me all the while, 
unless I made a good boost. Since 
I was the one stealing, I've 

served time twice before for 
possession of stolen property and 

burglary. But he was the one who 
set it up. He was the one who 

beat me if I didn 't get the goods 
and he never even visits me when 
I'm here. My pride is hurt more 

than my body. 

One of the ways many men man 

aged to convince the women to commit 

crimes was to portray themselves as 

more vulnerable to being arrested and 
convince the women that they would be 
let off easy because they are women. 

One woman recalls: 

The first time I got arrested I 
actually felt proud. The cops 

caught us running out of the store 

with goods in my bag. I was six 

months 'pregnant because he had 

raped me, and I knew that if they 
took him, he would surely get 
time, and the baby wouldn 't have 
a father.... Also I believed what 

he told me, uThey'd never keep a 

pregnant woman in jail. 
" 
Well 

that was one of the many lies he 
told me. Yes, they've kept me here 

and no, they haven V treated me 

any better than anyone else.... 
And speaking of the courts, they 
don't treat Black women any 
better than Black men! ...It was 
as if I talked myself into believ 

ing that the hitting, the punching, 
the put-downs, and even the 
crime made sense since he was a 

Black man. Like I somehow owed 
this to him because of how my 

life had been easier than his. 

6: Addiction 
The sixth and final path to incar 

ceration for women was through drug 
addiction. One of the main causes for 
the dramatic increase in incarceration 
rates of women is due to increasingly 
aggressive criminal justice policies for 

drug offenses.Interestingly, Richie 

reports that many women found their 

drug use to be 

...a way to establish a deeper 
connection with their partners, to 

create emotional intimacy and 
mutual sexual pleasure with their 
abusers. While they describe 

using drugs uof their own free 

will, 
" 

they felt that the batterers 
' 

addiction and their desire to 

connect with them was a motivat 

ing force into drug use. The 
women 's desperate desire for 
intimacy and connection, even 

through illegal activities, was 
a/ 

central theme in their gender 
entrapment. 

In a poignant testimonial to the 

disturbing degree of hardship many poor 
battered women of color experience in 

merely living daily life, one woman 
described life in prison to be safer for 
her than living on the outside: 

/ would have never thought it 
was true, but it's much better for 
me here than on the outside. In 

addition to "three hots and a 

cot, 
" 
I have protection from him. 

He tried to get to me, but since he 

can't call, and I can refuse visits, 
and they search visitors, lamas 

safe from him here as I have ever 

been. I'm not saying it's a good 
place to be, but for women like 

me, it's better than living without 

guards. 

Thanks to Richie's careful and 

thoughtful analysis and her insistence on 

remaining faithful to the real lived 

experiences of the women she writes 

about, this book articulately and clearly 
demonstrates that until the real problems 
in women's lives?male dominance and 

battering, poverty, racism, and violence 
?are reduced or eliminated, we only 

succeed, to paraphrase Ani de Franco, 
in criminalizing the symptoms while we 

spread the disease. 

by karla mantilla 

Morgan interview 
working with women and learning from 
women I was not alone in. And that's 
where the skill as a writer came in. So 
I'm very proud of it. 

And I'm proud of Sisterhood Is 
Global. I like to think that some of the 

global consciousness in the United 
States is in part due to that book. And I 

say that with some arrogance but mostly 
with gratitude. And I'm about to 
embark although I said I never would on 
a third anthology; the working title is 
Sisterhood Is Forever. It will be U.S. 

specific, and it will take a while. 
Sisterhood Is Powerful just this year 

finally went out print, after thirty years. 
This of course was the book that the 

publisher at that point kept saying that I 
had to finish very quickly because the 
women's movement was going to peak 
and be over in six months. Since it 

finally did go out of print, rather than 

update it, it seemed that we have a very 
different movement now. So I'm 

starting at ground zero and it will take 
two or three years. I'm also eight 
chapters into a novel which is set sixty 
years into the future. A very feminist 

novel, how could it not be? And I'm 

writing new poems and just finished 

putting together a new book of essays. 
I'm just so grateful that the words are 

coming again. 

oob: Would you describe yourself as a 

lesbian? 

Morgan: I guess so. I don't know. If I 

really had to describe myself, the one 

word that I feel most comfortable with 

is poet. I had my most recent 

relationship and longest second only to 

a marriage and probably the most 

impassioned of my life with a woman. I 

was calling myself a lesbian when 

although I had had sexual encounters 
with a woman I had not yet been in love 
with a woman. I now look back on that 

self-labeling as superficial. 
Some people have called me a 

bisexual because I suppose that 
describes factually my history. I have 
had relationships with men as well as 
women. But my tendency is always to 
describe myself in alliance with those 

people who suffer most. Although a 
bisexual woman might risk having her 
child taken away from her in a custody 
battle or losing her job, it is much more 

likely that it is the lesbian woman who 
is facing that specific homophobic 
discrimination. So that's why 
consistently I have used that label and 

affirmed that, even before I fell in love 

with another woman. And when I fell 

in love with another woman, I felt wow! 

I didn't deserve this label until now. I 
don't know, since I'm not in a 

relationship with anyone at this exact 
moment I don't know what's the 
accurate terminology up to date. But 

poet always works. 

oob: Was there anything else you 
wanted to say? 

Morgan: The Sisterhood Is Global 
Institute that I founded in 1984 is now 
17 years old. It changes headquarters 
to a different country every few years, 
and is now based in Montreal. The 
institute publishes reports and has action 
alerts. It has done a great deal of work 
on the Middle East, and it focuses on 

the global South. It's Web site is 
sigi.org. 
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