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by 22,154 between 1985 and 1997. The 
percent of increase was 82.2% for 
non-white but only 17.8 for white, 
non-Hispanic. "What has been rather 
antiseptically referred to as a 'racial 
disparity' is really a gaping divide 
between whites and non-whites that 
far outstrips minority levels in the 
population or in committing crime," 
Holman asserts.6

Juanita Diaz-Cotto points out several 
reasons it has been difficult to know 
exact statistics on incarcerated Latino 
women and men.

• If data is compiled by racial/ 
ethnic composition, it may 
not be released

• Latinos are frequently classified 
as black, white, or other, 
depending on skin color

• At times all Latinos are all 
classified as "Puerto Ricans"

• When language and self- 
identification is the criteria, there 
are problems because many 
Latinos, especially in the U.S.,
do not speak Spanish or may 
hide their identities for fear 
of deportation or shame about 
being Latino7

Being confined in jail or prison is its own 
kind of hell— harsh conditions, 
uniforms, being known by a number, 
and living a lock-step existence 
determined by those who manage daily 
life—guards, officers, superintendents. 
Imagine speaking Spanish and being 
locked up in an almost exclusively 
English-speaking world, or serving an 
extended sentence several thousand 
miles away from family and friends, and 
the trauma of imprisonment multiplies.

The United States now incarcerates 
more people per capita than any other 
country in the world. In 2000, the 
number of adults behind bars, on 
parole, or probation reached 6.57 
million— one in every 32 Americans, 
according to the Bureau of Justice.1 In 
1998 alone, the cost to taxpayers for 
prisons was just under $9 billion. (In 
several states, the budget for prisons is 
greater than that for education.) The 
imprisonment of people of color 
accounted for no less than seventy 
percent of this growth.2

W h a t ' s  espec ia l ly  
troubling is that at least 
half the population is 
serving time for non
violent and often petty 
crimes. The "war on 
crime" has become, in 

effect, a war on economically and 
educationally disadvantaged people. "At 
every juncture of the criminal justice 
system whites receive disproportionately 
lenient outcomes while non-whites are 
many times more likely to be arrested, 
prosecuted, and incarcerated," says Barry 
Holman, director of public policy, the 
National Center on Institutions and 
Alternatives.3 Admission to prisons for 
drug offenses increased an unimaginable 
1,040% between 1986 and 1996.4 Keep 
in mind that while African American 
rates of incarceration are 9 times that of 
whites and Latinos are imprisoned at 4 
times greater, rates of drug consumption 
are virtually equal among the three 
groups.5

Up until recently, Latinos and Latinas in 
many state and federal prisons were 
counted as whites, obscuring the huge 
racial disparity that exists. "Counting 
Hispanic/Latinos as whites hides the 
magnitude of incarceration of people of 
color," says Holman. For example, in 
Illinois, the prison population increased
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T h e  r a t e  o f  w o m e n ' s  i n c a r c e r a t i o n  h a s  

t r i p l e d  i n  t h e  l a s t  1 0  y e a r s  a n d  t h e  

m a j o r i t y  o f  c o n v i c t i o n s  a r e  f o r  n o n 

v i o l e n t  c r i m e s .  A t  l e a s t  t w o - t h i r d s  o f  t h e  

w o m e n  i n  p r i s o n  a r e  m o t h e r s  t o  c h i l d r e n  

u n d e r  t h e  a g e  o f  1 8 ,  a n d  a r e  o f t e n  s i n g l e  

p a r e n t s . 8  T h e i r  i n c a r c e r a t i o n  b e c o m e s  

e x t r e m e l y  d i s r u p t i v e  o f  c h i l d r e n  ( w h o  

a r e  p l a c e d  i n  f o s t e r  c a r e  i f  a n o t h e r  

f a m i l y  m e m b e r  i s  n o t  a v a i l a b l e  t o  t a k e  

t h e m ) .  T h e  e m o t i o n a l  t o l l  t h i s  t a k e s  o n  

m o t h e r s  a n d  c h i l d r e n  i s  i n t e n s i f i e d ,  s i n c e  

f e d e r a l  l e g i s l a t i o n  p l a c e s  l i m i t s  o n  t h e  

l e n g t h  o f  t i m e  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  c a n  b e  i n  

f o s t e r  c a r e  b e f o r e  p a r e n t a l  r i g h t s  a r e  

t e r m i n a t e d ,  i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  

t h a t  w o m e n  s e r v i n g  l o n g  p r i s o n  t e r m s  

w i l l  l o s e  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

w o m e n  i n  p r i s o n  s h o w  h i g h  r a t e s  o f  

s u b s t a n c e  a b u s e  a n d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  h i g h  

l e v e l s  o f  p h y s i c a l  a n d  s e x u a l  a b u s e .  M o r e  

t h a n  h a l f  ( 5 7 % )  h a v e  b e e n  a b u s e d ,  

i n c l u d i n g  4 7 %  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  a b u s e d  

p h y s i c a l l y  a n d  3 9 %  s e x u a l l y  ( m a n y  h a v e  

s u r v i v e d  b o t h  t y p e s ) . 9  E v e n  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  

s u c h  s t a t i s t i c s ,  a n y  i d e a s  o f  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  

( a n d  r e a l  h e l p )  t h a t  m i g h t  h a v e  e x i s t e d  

i n  t h e  p r i s o n  i n d u s t r i a l  c o m p l e x ,  h a v e  

g i v e n  w a y  t o  a  b l a t a n t  i d e o l o g y  o f  

p u n i s h m e n t  i n  m o s t  i n s t i t u t i o n s .

L a t i n a  w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  e s p e c i a l l y  

i n v i s i b l e  w i t h i n  t h e  s y s t e m ,  s i n c e  m o s t  

p o p u l a t i o n  c o u n t s  d o  n o t  b r e a k  d o w n  

t h e  e t h n i c / r a c i a l  c a t e g o r i e s  b y  s e x  ( e v e n  

N C I A 's  r e p o r t  d o e s  n o t  c o n s i d e r  s e x ) .  

" T h e i r  p l i g h t , "  s a y s  D i a z - C o t t o ,  " c o n t i n u e s  

t o  b e  " b a s i c a l l y  i g n o r e d . " 1 0  L a t i n a s  

w i t h o u t  E n g l i s h  a r e  a t  s p e c i a l  r i s k  f o r  

d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  p r a c t i c e s  b y  g u a r d s  a n d  

o t h e r  p r i s o n  o f f i c i a l s — e v e n  b y  t h e i r  c e l I -  

o r  t i e r - m a t e s .

D i a z - C o t t o  a d d s  t h a t  i n c a r c e r a t e d  

w o m e n  o f  a l l  e t h n i c i t i e s  s h a r e  i n  

c o m m o n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  m a n y  p e r c e i v e  

t h e i r  a c t i o n s  " a s  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  

i n a b i l i t y  t o  a d a p t  t o  t h e i r  s o c i a l l y -  

p r e s c r i b e d  r o l e s  o f  d u t i f u l  w i v e s ,  

m o t h e r s ,  d a u g h t e r s . " 11 T h u s ,  m u c h  o f  

t h e  d i s c o u r s e  o f  " r e h a b i l i t a t i o n , "  w h e n  

i t  e x i s t s ,  f o c u s e s  o n  t h o s e  r o l e s  a n d  

p r o g r a m m i n g  t e n d s  t o  e m p h a s i z e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  s k i l l s :  l a u n d r y ,  c o o k i n g ,  

c h i l d c a r e .  O n e  w a y  i n c a r c e r a t e d  w o m e n

c a n  b e g i n  t o  r e t h i n k  a n d  r e v i s e  t h e  

p r e s c r i b e d  d i s c o u r s e  i s  t h r o u g h  w r i t i n g .

T h e  p o e m s  a n d  n a r r a t i v e s  p u b l i s h e d  a s  

p a r t  o f  t h i s  a r t i c l e  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  w o r k  o f  

t w o  L a t i n a  w o m e n  w h o  p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  

t h e  " W i n d o w s  t o  F r e e d o m "  c r e a t i v e  

w r i t i n g  w o r k s h o p s  a t  C o o k  C o u n t y  J a i l . 12  

T h e  w o r k s h o p s  u s u a l l y  i n v o l v e  t e n  

w o m e n  f o r  4 - 6  w e e k s  a n d  i n  t h e m ,  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  u s e  v a r i o u s  p r o m p t s  a n d  

p o e t r y  t o  h e l p  g e t  s t a r t e d  w i t h  t h e i r  o w n  

w r i t i n g — w o r k s h o p  l e a d e r s  a n d  v i s i t o r s ,  

a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  w o m e n  i n  " t h e  C o u n t y "  a l l  

w r i t e  a n d  r e a d  t h e i r  w o r k  t o g e t h e r  

a r o u n d  a  t a b l e  i n  t h e  s m a l l  l i b r a r y  o n  t h e  

f i r s t  f l o o r  o f  W o m e n ' s  D i v i s i o n  4 .  

M i c h e l l e  L o p e z  a n d  L u c r e t i a  O r t i z  b o t h  

p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  s u c h  w o r k s h o p s .  L o p e z  i s  

n o w  i n c a r c e r a t e d  i n  L i n c o l n ,  I l l i n o i s .  H e r  

f a m i l y  l i v e s  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  a n d  i t  i s  n o t  

p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e m  t o  v i s i t .  O r t i z  l i v e s  i n  

C h i c a g o ,  a n d  h e r  s t o r y  i s  n o t  u n l i k e  m a n y  

L a t i n a s  i n  j a i l s  a n d  p r i s o n s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

s h e  w a s  r e l a t i v e l y  i s o l a t e d  l i v i n g  w i t h  h e r  

t i e r - m a t e s ,  m o s t  o f  w h o m  s p o k e  n o  

S p a n i s h . 1 3

T h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  i n c a r c e r a t i o n  b e c o m e s  

a  d a i l y  s t r u g g l e  t o  m a i n t a i n  s e l f h o o d  a n d  

t o  s u r v i v e  i n s i d e  a n  a l i e n a t i n g  s y s t e m .  

O n e  r e a d s  i n  t h i s  w o r k  t r e m e n d o u s  

c o u r a g e ,  t h e  l o n g i n g  f o r  h o m e  a n d  

f a m i l y ,  a n d  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  l i v e  i n  f r e e d o m  

a n d  s a f e t y .  T h e  w r i t e r s  s c r u t i n i z e  t h e i r  

l i f e - p a t h s  a n d  a t t e m p t  t o  r e w r i t e  t h e  

d e f e a t i n g  n a r r a t i v e s  o f t e n  c o n s t r u c t e d  

a b o u t  t h e m  b y  a n  u n f o r g i v i n g  a n d ,  i n  

m a n y  i n s t a n c e s ,  i g n o r a n t ,  s o c i e t y .

A b o u t  i n c a r c e r a t i o n ,  o n e  t h i n g  t h e s e  

a n d  o t h e r  w r i t e r s  f r o m  t h e  i n s i d e  t e a c h  

u s  o n  t h e  o u t s i d e :  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  

r a d i c a l l y  d i s r u p t s ,  e v e n  s p l i n t e r s ,  t h e  

o n g o i n g  n a r r a t i v e  o f  o n e ' s  l i f e .  W r i t i n g  

b e c o m e s  a n  a c t  o f  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  

d e h u m a n i z a t i o n  a n d  a  p o w e r f u l  w a y  t o  

r e c o n s t r u c t  o n e ' s  s t o r y ,  t o  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  

a  f r e q u e n t l y  s e n s e l e s s  e x p e r i e n c e ,  a n d  t o  

c r e a t e  s o l i d a r i t y  t h r o u g h  t h e  s h a r i n g  o f  

t h o s e  s t o r i e s  w i t h  o t h e r s .  L o p e z  a n d  

O r t i z  c a n  t e a c h  t h o s e  o f  u s  o n  t h e  o t h e r  

s i d e  o f  t h e  r a z o r  w i r e  m u c h  a b o u t  

h u m a n i t y ,  o u r s e l v e s ,  o u r  i g n o r a n c e ,  a n d  

p o s s i b l y ,  a b o u t  c r e a t i n g  a  m o r e  j u s t  a n d  

h u m a n e  w o r l d .

1 B u r e a u  o f  J u s t i c e  S t a t i s t i c s :  

h  t t  p  : / / w  w  w .  o j  p . u  s d  o j . a  o  v / b  j s

2  H o l m a n ,  B a r r y .  " M a s k i n g  t h e  D i v i d e :  H o w  

O f f i c i a l l y  R e p o r t e d  P r i s o n  S t a t i s t i c s  D i s t o r t  

t h e  R a c i a l  a n d  E t h n i c  R e a l i t i e s  o f  P r i s o n  

G r o w t h , "  N a t i o n a l  C e n t e r  o n  I n s t i t u t i o n s  

a n d  A l t e r n a t i v e s .

h t t p : / / w w w . i g c . o r g / n c i a / m a s k . h t m l

3  I b i d .

4  I b i d .

5  I b i d .

6  I b i d .

7  D i a z - C o t t o ,  J a u n i t a .  G e n d e r ,  E t h n i c i t y ,  a n d  

t h e  S t a t e :  L a t i n a  a n d  L a t i n o  P r i s o n  P o l i t i c s .  

N e w  Y o r k :  S U N Y  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 6 .

8  M a u e r ,  M a r c ,  C a t h y  P o t l e r ,  a n d  R i c h a r d  

W o l f .  " G e n d e r  a n d  J u s t i c e :  W o m e n ,  

D r u g s ,  a n d  S e n t e n c i n g  P o l i c y . "  N o v e m b e r  

1 9 9 9 .  T h e  S e n t e n c i n g  P r o j e c t ,  1 5 1 6  P  

S t r e e t ,  N W ,  W a s h i n g t o n ,  D C , 2 0 0 0 5 .

9  I b i d .  T h e s e  a r e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  f i g u r e s .  O t h e r  

e s t i m a t e s  a r e  a s  h i g h  a s  8 0 % .

1 0  D i a z - C o t t o .

1 1  I b i d .

1 2  S r .  P a t r i c i a  S c h l o s s e r  a n d  a  g r o u p  o f  

v o l u n t e e r s  b e g a n  t h i s  p r o g r a m  i n  1 9 9 6 ,  

c r e a t i n g  a  l i b r a r y  w i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  

d o n a t i o n s  a n d  a  g r a n t  o f  b o o k s  f r o m  

W o m e n  a n d  C h i l d r e n  F i r s t  b o o k s t o r e .  W T F  

i n c l u d e s  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  w o r k s h o p s ,  

t h e a t r e  a n d  w r i t i n g  w o r k s h o p s ,  a n d  o t h e r  

e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o g r a m s  f o r  t h e  w o m e n .

1 3  l a m  g r a t e f u l  t o  M i c h e l e  L o p e z  a n d  L u c r e t i a  

O r t i z  f o r  t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  C o o k  

C o u n t y  D i v i s i o n  4  w o r k s h o p s  a n d  f o r  t h e i r  

p e r m i s s i o n  t o  p r i n t  t h e i r  w o r k  i n  'fruiloqo.
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