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Introduction

“You’re not from around here,” surmised an expressionless, deep- voiced 
local woman in a flannel work shirt as one of us silently counted eigh-
teen different kinds of beef jerky hung alongside a vast array of hunting 
equipment for sale at the gas station. “You workin’ at the prison?” After 
gauging the silent nod she received in response, she stoically intoned, 
“Every one of them women is in there because of a man.” Whether 
uttered in the small Wyoming town that houses the state’s only women’s 
prison or as part of national debates on criminal justice reform, such 
sentiments reflect the fact that many incarcerated women have struggled 
throughout their lives with poverty and abuse from family members 
and intimate partners who made them fear for their safety, eroded their 
self- worth, increased their likelihood of self- medicating with drugs and 
alcohol, and caused them long- term damage, sometimes in ways that 
further isolated them from potential sources of social and economic 
support.

Women in prison have also made choices that deeply hurt others, 
including their children, friends, and neighbors, thus perpetuating a 
cycle of violence, harm, and blame that they may or may not have been 
previously subjected to themselves. Once released from prison, women 
throughout the United States encounter socio- institutional expectations 
that generally fail to account for their caregiving obligations to children 
and others, relegation to the feminized ghetto of low- wage and unin-
sured service- sector work, and reduced access to credit, all of which are 
intensified forms of challenges many women without criminal records 
also face.1 The material and sociocultural realities of life in the rural 
Mountain West further compound these difficulties in the form of lim-
ited social services, significant gender wage gaps, severe weather condi-
tions that often make travel between small towns treacherous, and rigid 
expectations regarding women’s appropriate social roles. As one of the 
women whom we interviewed for this book succinctly put it, “People 
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kinda expect males to screw up, but us women are the ones s’posed to 
hold it all together.”

An Architecture of Gendered Violence

This book argues that unique cultural dynamics shape women’s 
experiences of incarceration and release from prison in the rural, pre-
dominantly white communities that many Americans still think of as 
“the Wild West.” Together, these dynamics comprise an architecture of 
gendered violence, a theoretical lens that focuses on how addiction and 
compromised mental health, poverty, fraught relationships, and felony- 
related discrimination work in tandem with the women’s decision 
making to construct their life worlds. The architecture of gendered vio-
lence is a multivalent force that profoundly shapes the lives of currently 
and formerly incarcerated rural women, many of whom have mightily 
struggled to make ends meet. This account of Wyoming women’s expe-
riences with incarceration and its after- effects is designed to offer clear 
and concrete suggestions for untangling the dynamic knot that ties so 
many women to circumstances, relationships, and patterns that figura-
tively or literally imprison them.

Arguments presented in this book provide a much- needed rural- 
focused contribution to the extensive body of published research on 
urban women’s gendered pathways to incarceration. On the basis of her 
study of a New Haven, Connecticut, felony court, criminologist Kath-
leen Daly originally articulated these pathways as being comprised of 
strained family relations, limited job skills, substance abuse, compro-
mised mental health, and violent victimization (Daly 1992).2 Subsequent 
research on women’s pathways to crime has emphasized the nexus of 
interpersonal violence (DeHart 2008), limited socioeconomic oppor-
tunities and social services (Ajzenstadt 2009), a gender- stratified street 
economy that, like its licit counterpart, relegates women to lower- paid, 
lower- status roles (Miller 1998), and a social order that demonizes non-
conforming women (Chesney- Lind 1986). Such work indicates that 
women who have more extensive experiences with violent or grief- 
generating events are more likely to commit crimes for which they re-
ceive life sentences (Leigey & Reed 2010) and that some “late onset” 
women may not become involved with the justice system until well into 
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adulthood (Nuytiens & Christiaens 2015). Pathways to women’s long- 
term criminal justice system entrenchment feature a combination of 
individual characteristics and sociostructural factors that account for 
important differences with respect to age, mental health, addiction, 
housing, neighborhood, experiences with abuse, and responsibilities for 
children (Brennan et al. 2012).3

The architecture of gendered violence that comprises the primary 
pathway to incarceration among the Wyoming women in our study 
reflects how the suite of concerns facing currently and formerly in-
carcerated women manifests in a rural context far from the coastal me-
tropolises that dominate the production of discourse and scholarship 
on mass incarceration and criminal justice reform. The women construe 
this violence as instrumentally productive of circumstances that result in 
their incarceration and, like a chronic pathology, continue to stalk them 
after their release from prison.

Theoretical Frames: Conceptualizing Women’s Pathways to 
Prison from Rural Precarity

Our theoretical- analytical enlistment of the architecture of gendered 
violence that so powerfully emerged in currently and formerly incarcer-
ated women’s accounts of their lives derives primarily from engagement 
with work pioneered by feminist, rural, and narrative criminologists 
as well as studies, from a range of academic disciplines, on rural pov-
erty and economic precarity. We hope that naming and disarticulating 
the specific components of this violence and its operations will pro-
vide academics and practitioners with a fuller understanding of how 
criminalized rural women navigate the considerable constraints that 
shape their lives both before and after their time in prison. In so doing, 
we make a contribution to a rich body of existing literature that offers 
evidence- based assessments of criminal justice policy and practice.

Feminist Criminology

The first criminological studies to incorporate women generally por-
trayed them as criminal deviants whose innate inferiority made them 
even more dangerous and unpredictable than their male counterparts 
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(Lombroso & Ferrero 1893 [2004]). Girls and women involved in 
crime— particularly prostitution— were regarded as psychologically 
damaged individuals in need of rescue, which often took the form of 
involuntary treatment that state- endorsed providers regarded as ther-
apeutic (Thomas 1923).4 Since at least the widespread social reform 
initiatives of the Progressive Era (1880– 1920), prevailing criminal jus-
tice and social services solutions to addressing women’s criminality 
have focused on changing lawbreaking behavior among the poor and 
working- class women who, then as now, constituted the majority of jail 
and prison populations irrespective of gender. Progressive Era criminal 
justice and social services reformers promoted women’s caregiving roles 
in ways that were largely irrelevant to such women due to their need to 
work outside the home in order to economically support their families 
(Agustín 2007).

Such measures originally focused on teaching incarcerated women 
how to sew, clean, cook, and otherwise prepare them for life as servants 
to wealthier families or as wives to men who could economically sup-
port them (Dodge 2002). In the contemporary era, such solutions focus 
largely on cognitive approaches due to the prevalence of addictions and 
other mental health issues among correctional populations, most nota-
bly through programming that positions lawbreaking as the product of 
individual cognitive dysfunction, typically termed “criminal thinking” 
(Samenow 1984 [2014]). Yet, critics have pointed out that focusing on 
individual dysfunction as the cause of crime fails to account for social 
forces that contribute to higher rates of incarceration among poor and 
working- class people and people of color relative to their more privi-
leged counterparts (Heitzeg 2015).

Women’s historically and culturally mandated economic dependence 
on men, relegation to unpaid or low- wage work, and infantilized social 
status, for some early criminologists, was thought to protect them from 
detection of, and prosecution for, crimes they committed (Pollak 1950). 
Most early research with incarcerated women considered questions 
about the women’s lives in relation to the experiences described by their 
male counterparts, in sharp contrast to studies of men’s criminal justice 
system involvement that focused exclusively on issues of relevance to 
the men themselves. From the earliest criminological studies until quite 
recently, men’s experiences with crime, incarceration, and reentry have 
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provided the standard for scholarly and practical approaches to women’s 
experiences. Consider, for instance, two midcentury studies that exam-
ined the then- current question of whether prisons constitute culturally 
distinct entities or reflect the normative structures and practices preva-
lent in the society of which they are a part: Gresham Sykes’s Society of 
Captives (1958 [2007]) and Rose Giallombardo’s Society of Women: A 
Study of a Women’s Prison (1966).

Sykes’s book, which is still widely regarded as a classic criminological 
text, posited that the social structure governing the men’s maximum- 
security prison where he conducted his research reflected dominant 
cultural norms as well as strong social bonds among prisoners. These 
bonds, Gresham argues, subvert authorities’ attempts to control all as-
pects of the men’s lives. In contrast, Giallombardo’s now- out- of- print 
book argues that women, unlike men, respond to the deprivations of 
prison life by forming quasi- familial and marriage- like bonds as a result 
of gendered social norms that value women’s relational caregiving. One 
cannot help but wonder how Giallombardo’s analysis might have taken 
a different route had the midcentury context in which she worked al-
lowed her to examine the women’s experiences as something other than 
an ancillary component to studies of their male peers.5

Feminist critiques of these prevailing criminological approaches 
began to emerge in the wake of second wave feminist movements that 
paved the way for then- unprecedented numbers of feminists to enter 
professional fields, including academia, where they had an opportunity 
to critically examine the criminal justice system’s treatment of women 
(Klein 1973; Belknap 2014). These early feminist criminologists em-
phasized the need to theorize crime as a gendered social construction, 
interrogate criminal justice responses to violence against women, and 
advance gender equality more generally (Daly & Chesney- Lind 1988). 
They also critiqued what they viewed as a social construction of crime 
that disproportionately penalized girls and women for sexual and status- 
related offenses, such as prostitution or “promiscuity,” and inappropriate 
criminal justice responses to these and other crimes (Smart 1977; Wor-
rall 1990).6

Feminist criminologists directly confronted the role of public percep-
tions in perpetuating fears about dramatically increasing rates of crimes 
committed by women (Chesney- Lind & Rodriquez 1983; Heidensohn 
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2012), some of which arose from the publication of Freda Adler’s Sisters 
in Crime (1975), a book that notoriously predicted an impending surge in 
women’s criminal activity as a result of widespread workplace and socio-
sexual shifts.7 Women did indeed begin to funnel through the criminal 
justice system in far greater numbers beginning in the late 1970s, but not 
for the reasons that Adler had predicted. “Tough on crime” approaches, 
which enjoyed popular support in the wake of widespread sociopolitical 
upheaval, began to systematically target those involved in the illicit drug 
economy for criminal prosecution. Such initiatives prompted a massive 
upsurge in incarceration rates for women struggling with addiction and/
or living in neighborhoods dominated by the illicit drug trade (Girshick 
1999; Gottschalk 2006; Richie 2012; Rierdan 1997; Sudbury 2005).8

From 1977 to 2010, the number of female prisoners has increased 
by over 700% (Tapia 2010) with simultaneous, albeit less dramatic, in-
creases occurring in the number of adolescent girls under the oversight 
of the juvenile justice system or tried as adults (Chesney- Lind & Irwin 
2008; Johnson 2003; Miller 2008; Schaffner 2006). The subsequent ef-
florescence of research conducted with incarcerated women has empha-
sized the widespread effects that women’s incarceration has on children 
and communities. A majority of incarcerated women are mothers whose 
struggles with the extreme stress of poverty and addiction- related is-
sues often significantly contribute to the circumstances that surround 
their crimes (Enos 2001; Ferraro & Moe 2003; Golden 2005). For some 
women, however, motherhood coincides with an end to their drug- 
related or other forms of lawbreaking (Kreager, Matsueda & Erosheva 
2010), and, as Michaelson and Flavin (2014) note, certainly not all 
women are mothers.

Incarcerating mothers has historically presented challenges to both 
correctional facilities and the women’s families, including difficulties 
with custodial arrangements, relationships to children’s caregivers, re-
strictions on visiting, and coresidence with infants in facilities that per-
mit it (Baunach 1985; Craig 2009). Women often play a central role in 
maintaining incarcerated men’s ties to their children and other family 
members, sometimes in ways that transform women with incarcerated 
intimate partners into “quasi- inmates” forced to navigate the justice sys-
tem’s complexities while living in the free world (Comfort 2008). Yet the 
fathers of incarcerated women’s children rarely perform similar roles. 
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Children with parents in prison are far more likely to live in poverty 
(DeFina & Hannon 2010), and those with mothers in prison face par-
ticularly significant socioeconomic instability (Kruittschnitt 2010; Siegel 
2011). Incarcerated women with children routinely face social erasure of 
their identities as mothers through pervasive stigma and pathologiza-
tion due to their perceived maternal “unfitness” (Eldupovic & Brom-
wich 2013; Flavin 2009; Haney 2013). This erasure can prompt a pattern 
whereby untreated chronic substance abuse and addiction result in in-
carceration, which prompts child custody loss followed by a pervasive 
sense of guilt, shame, and hopelessness that discourages women from 
making life changes (Allen, Flaherty & Ely 2010).

Research by feminist criminologists has reached far beyond academic 
confines by prompting the implementation of a set of policies and prac-
tices designed to acknowledge that incarcerated women generally have 
different needs than their male counterparts. Collectively known as 
“gender- responsive programming,” such policies and practices revolve 
around the principles that women fare best in supportive environments 
that strengthen their relationships with children and other loved ones, 
offer mental health treatment that considers histories of violent victim-
ization, foster self- sufficiency, and ensure holistic postrelease services 
provision (Caputo 2014: 8– 9). Gender- responsive programming re-
quires that staff and facility culture comprehensively align with these 
goals (Covington & Bloom 2006; Bloom, Owen & Covington 2004). 
Yet gender- responsive programming’s feminist critics express concerns 
that such programs can reinforce stereotypes about incarcerated women 
as psychologically damaged deviants by disregarding the gendered so-
cial contexts that shape their decision making (Haney 2010; McCorkel 
2013).9 Likewise, the “gender” in “gender- responsive” remains a syn-
onym for “women,” and it remains unclear why gender- specific pro-
grams that uniquely pertain to men have not also been implemented in 
men’s facilities, given their potential benefits.

Feminist criminological research with incarcerated women has also 
provided unique insights into prison as a gendered and intensely bu-
reaucratized social organization with multiple masters. Such work illu-
minates how prison social organization both reflects and is constructed 
by a combination of penal administrative philosophy and prisoners’ own 
navigations of the totalizing structures that shape their lives (Kruitt-
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schnitt & Gartner 2000; Lempert 2016; Owen 1998). Examinations of 
women’s concentration in lower- paid, lower- status professional roles 
in prisons (Britton 2003; Britton 1997; Zimmer 1987), where they per-
ceive greater risks to their safety than their male counterparts (Gordon, 
Proulx, and Grant 2013), likewise illuminate the means by which cor-
rectional facilities replicate existing gender inequalities. By exploring 
carcerality as an increasingly globalized system that reflects complex 
modes and forms of governance (Barbaret 2014), such work offers sig-
nificant insights into its manifold impacts on a wide variety of actors 
and contexts.10

Rural Precarity

The analysis presented here engages with a wide array of work by sociol-
ogists, economists, anthropologists, philosophers, and others concerned 
with the increasingly profound and widespread nature of precarity. 
Originally articulated by economist Guy Standing as the generalized 
absence of labor market security that has come to characterize almost 
every type of employment since the global implementation of post- 
Fordist economic policy beginning in the 1980s, precarity comprises a 
lack of stability in work, skill reproduction, income, and representation 
(Standing 2011).11 In rural contexts, precarity is especially evident in the 
significant transformations agriculture and food production have under-
gone in recent decades. While the U.S. agriculture and food- production 
sector still employs an annual average of 2.5 million workers, it does 
so through heavy reliance on poorly paid and often undocumented or 
temporary workers with limited community ties and few legal rights to 
protest their working conditions (Martin 2009).

Wyoming’s economy relies almost exclusively on mineral- extractive 
industries and is accordingly subject to a boom- and- bust cycle in which 
the state’s fortunes are precariously tied to global coal, oil, and gas prices. 
Energy- related mineral extraction provides a significant proportion of 
state revenues, as twenty of twenty- three Wyoming counties produce 
one or more major energy sources from coal, crude oil, and/or natu-
ral gas (U.S. Energy Information Administration 2016). Agriculture, 
ranching, and tourism follow mineral extraction as major generators 
of revenue. Wyoming has the lowest population density in the United 
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States, with a great deal of its vast expanses— 18.4 million acres of public 
lands and 41.6 million acres of federal mineral estate— owned by the 
federal government’s Bureau of Land Management, which provides lease 
rights to ranchers, farmers, and companies engaged in mineral extrac-
tion (U.S. Bureau of Land Management 2018). Tourism attracts an esti-
mated 4.2 million visitors annually to Yellowstone National Park in the 
state’s northwest corner (U.S. National Park Service 2018), but, like min-
eral extraction, this source of income is rather precariously tied to the 
amount of disposable income households across the United States have 
to spend. Agriculture and ranching, the third largest revenue generator 
in the state, focuses on the production of beef cattle, hogs, sheep, hay, 
sugar- beets, and barley, with nearly half of Wyoming’s 11,600 farms and 
ranches generating less than $10,000 in annual income, with 3,700 of 
those operations earning $10,000– $99,999 annually, and much smaller 
numbers earning more (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2016: 6– 9).

As is the case in Wyoming, rural precarity takes especially dramatic 
forms in areas economically dependent on world market prices for nat-
ural resources such as oil, natural gas, coal, and other minerals, with 
workers in these sectors accordingly vulnerable to widespread layoffs 
when prices are low. These industries play a significant role in the social 
dynamics of communities in which they operate, including residents’ 
perceptions of cohesion and other indices of well- being, such that the 
mine, oil field, or other extractive labor site comes to constitute area 
residents’ shared sense of identity (Bell 2009; Brown, Dorins & Kran-
nich 2005; O’Connor 2012). People who live in resource- dependent 
areas may also face strained community ties and social issues that they 
perceive to be caused by the presence of a transient workforce that will 
move elsewhere when the demand for labor diminishes (Goldenberg 
et al. 2008; Carrington & Pereira 2011; O’Connor 2015). They may also 
confront what criminologist Kerry Carrington and colleagues, in their 
studies of frontier masculinities in Australian mining towns, identify as 
the cultures of violence that can arise in some resource- extraction set-
tings (Carrington, McIntosh & Scott 2010).

Despite these pressing rural socioeconomic realities, prevailing U.S. 
political, academic, and popular discourse about poverty tends to center 
on blighted urban neighborhoods economically dominated by the illicit 
drug and sex trades and subject to structural racism and other forms of 
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social exclusion. Some scholars of rural poverty contend that the focus 
given to race and racism in dominant academic and national discus-
sions of poverty underscores the uniquely American discomfort with 
acknowledging the existence of social class (Duncan 2015; Maharidge 
& Williamson 2011). Sociologist Kathleen Pickering and colleagues, in 
their extensive study of welfare reform’s impacts on four historically im-
poverished rural U.S. regions, demonstrate this point. The authors argue 
that the significant amount of academic attention paid to the impacts of 
these reforms in urban areas among people of color elides the significant 
problems poor white people face in rural areas characterized by limited 
or no public transportation, inadequate schools, and constrained social 
services (Pickering et al. 2006).

This academic focus on “urban problems”— a phrase that often serves 
as cultural shorthand for challenges facing neighborhoods of color— is 
part of a problematic longstanding academic tradition that one promi-
nent sociologist of color privately described to Susan as “the jungle 
trope, in which a white researcher enters the ghetto and emerges mi-
raculously unscathed to tell the world about its brutality.” Critics of the 
prevalence of such approaches, which contemporary social scientists 
term “outsider ethnography,” note how white researchers’ representa-
tions of problems within communities of color, including mass incar-
ceration, can reinforce pervasive negative stereotypes about them (see, 
for example, discussions in and surrounding Contreras 2012; Goffman 
2014). Controversies surrounding such “outsider ethnography” are 
somewhat puzzling given that most researchers, irrespective of their 
ethnic or racial identity, do not live permanently in the communities 
in which they conduct their studies and so hardly can be considered 
“insiders” regardless of how they self- identify. Even more puzzling is 
that such controversies surrounding ostensible insiders and outsiders 
have entirely elided social class differences among whites. This is par-
ticularly evident in studies of incarceration that focus on race, ethnicity, 
and/or national origin, often by applying these foci to the exclusion of 
poor whites, who make up a significant majority of those incarcerated. 
Yet perhaps this is not surprising at all given the realities of life in a pro-
foundly class- stratified society that nonetheless champions the universal 
possibility of upward socioeconomic mobility, which sociologists have 
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critiqued for decades as “the hidden injuries of class” (Ryan & Sackrey 
1996; Sennett & Cobb 1973).

Such limited academic representations of both social class and rural 
life are likewise replicated in rural communities themselves, where ex-
plicit discussions about precarity seem to be muted or completely si-
lenced in the interests of maintaining a rural status quo that heavily 
relies on a dominant U.S. cultural belief in equality. Sociologist Jennifer 
Sherman argues, in her ethnography of a remote Northern California 
community decimated by the loss of the timber industry, that many of 
her participants actively deny the class oppression they face at the hands 
of corporations that outsource working- class people’s jobs to countries 
with fewer labor regulations. Instead, they favor cultivating a particular 
type of moral capital that enables them to position themselves as supe-
rior to those they regard as lazy, unpatriotic, or selfish (Sherman 2009; 
Sherman 2006). Such mobilization of moral authority vis- à- vis domi-
nant U.S. cultural norms that prioritize financial self- sufficiency is also 
evident in a study of low- income Appalachian mothers who remained 
financially insolvent when they rejected paid work in favor of maintain-
ing a valued stay- at- home mothering identity they viewed as incompat-
ible with welfare- to- work requirements (Manoogian et al. 2015).

Anthropologist Kathryn Dudley notes that, among the rural poor 
white Iowans in her study of widespread farm foreclosures, “a blanket 
of silence falls over the obvious disparities of wealth that underwrite a 
banker’s ‘retirement’ on a lakeshore resort and a farmer’s compulsion to 
work until he dies,” such that residents “are universally mum about the 
structures of inequality that give some families an advantage over oth-
ers” (Dudley 2002: 18). Such silence includes models of masculinity that, 
according to one study of frontier masculinities, prizes public stoicism 
and emotional control in ways that result in numerous private harms, 
including high rates of suicide and self- harming behaviors such as sub-
stance abuse (Carrington et al. 2013), while naturalizing anger as a nor-
mal expressive mode for men (Pease 2010). Limited economic prospects, 
combined with even less cultural capital ascribed to rural life, results in 
a brain drain when even local residents begin to regard their rural com-
munities as futureless wastelands from which young people must flee in 
order to make a living (Carr & Kefalas 2010).
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Rural Criminology

Our work responds to critical criminologists’ calls to explicate and 
better theorize the unique forms that crime takes in rural contexts 
(Donnemeyer 2016; Donnemeyer, Scott & Barclay 2013; Websdale 1998). 
The field of criminology has focused on urban areas as a result of a 
widespread idealization of small towns and rural communities as idyllic 
places free of discord (Carrington, Donnemeyer & DeKeseredy 2014). 
Such idealization occurs in sharp contrast to popular cultural represen-
tations, particularly in horror films, which one study found to frequently 
depict rural white people in a violent and depraved manner that rein-
forces dominant cultural stereotypes of their general backwardness 
(DeKeseredy, Muzzatti & Donnemeyer 2014). It could be argued that in 
North America these popular cultural portrayals have deep social roots 
in early- twentieth- century eugenics movements that sought to eradi-
cate social inequality through forced sterilization, birth control, and 
segregation of all people living in intergenerational poverty, including 
both people of color and poor rural whites (Dyck 2014). Eugenicists pro-
moted legislation, research, and representations that emphasized how 
birth control, sterilization, and related measures were practical antidotes 
to what was then widely regarded as the innate inferiority that resulted 
in impoverishment among both North American whites and people of 
color living in both rural and urban areas (Sanger 2007). With titles like 
“Mongrel Virginians” and “Hollow Folk,” eugenicist- sponsored projects 
were used to justify the forced sterilization of poor rural whites and 
people of color as well as other harmful practices under the guise of 
stemming what was then termed “feeble- mindedness” and “human rub-
bish . . . incapable of producing ‘normal offspring’” (Currell 2017: 498). 
Such practices are hardly confined to the distant past in their evocation 
of the “pathology of place” that often features in popular cultural rep-
resentations of rural areas as replete with mental illness, addiction, and 
criminality (Corner 2006: 293). Examples include a number of endur-
ingly popular cultural works featuring poor rural whites as murderous 
degenerates, most notably Wisconsin Death Trip (Lesy 1973), Texas 
Chainsaw Massacre (Bernard 2011), and Deliverance (Creadick 2017).

Despite the prevalence of such representations, rural criminology re-
mains undertheorized, and studies of crime in nonurban areas tend to 
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focus on violence against women (Donnemeyer & DeKeseredy 2008; 
DeKeseredy et al. 2007), substance abuse, and addiction.12 Scholarly 
explorations of rural criminal justice systems are somewhat more var-
ied and emphasize the generalist nature of rural policing. Police in less- 
populated areas must respond to a much greater array of complaints and 
situations than their urban counterparts, who have far more specialized 
training and resources at their disposal (Payne, Berg & Sun 2005; Sims 
1990; Weisheit, Feisheit & Wells 2006). That rural police face such pres-
sure is particularly concerning in light of the widespread moral panic 
surrounding methamphetamine use in rural areas (Linnemann & Wall 
2013). In such cases, a feedback loop exists between folklore about the 
drug’s supposedly lifelong impacts on the brain, national legislation, 
state and local policing initiatives, and methamphetamine users, who 
in rural areas are often poor and white (Omori 2013). Anthropologist 
William Garriott (2011) documents the vast carceral expansion such 
paranoia about methamphetamine enabled in a West Virginia town 
where rural residents and local law enforcement colluded in policing 
methamphetamine users and manufacturers. Rising white incarceration 
rates have likewise been attributed to the fact that heroin use and ad-
diction are now far more prevalent among rural and suburban whites 
nationwide than among inner- city people of color (Cicero et al. 2014; 
Subramanian, Riley & Mai 2018).

Rural criminology’s relative underdevelopment in comparison with 
urban- derived theories and studies of crime has led some researchers 
to question the utility of mobilizing the generally vague and subjective 
“rural” and “urban” categories. For instance, sociologist Barbara Rock-
ell, in her work with drug- involved women who live in what she terms 
“the rural- urban fringe” of central and western New York State, demon-
strates the interplay between these geographic locales, emphasizing that 
small towns and rural areas are interconnected with urban illicit drug 
and other criminalized economies (Rockell 2013). Other researchers re-
gard rural and urban crime and the contexts in which it is committed as 
fundamentally different, with one comparative study of rural and urban 
crime rates cautioning researchers against applying “empirical truths” 
from urban criminological studies to rural settings because of funda-
mental urban- rural differences, including the greater likelihood that 
rural crime will go undetected due to greater privacy, underresourced 
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police officers spread over long distances, and rural people’s propensity 
for dealing with illegal activities through extrajudicial mechanisms such 
as in- person problem solving (Deller & Deller 2011). Rural policing var-
ies tremendously by location, with the general public’s fear of crime and 
community relations with police appearing to play determining roles in 
rural perceptions of public safety (Nofziger & Williams 2005).

Special challenges arise with respect to rural policing in resource- 
extraction areas undergoing the rapid population and infrastructural 
growth that undergirds the social organization of areas colloquially 
characterized as “boomtowns,” particularly with respect to violence 
(Carrington, Hogg & McIntosh 2011). Rural police can quickly feel 
overwhelmed as the population outpaces infrastructural and policing 
resources, as occurred in 2008 in western North Dakota’s Bakken oil 
formation as well as in the simultaneous boom in Canada’s Fort McMur-
ray (Dahle & Archbold 2015; Ruddell 2011). Yet a study that contrasted 
crime- related fears among native, long- term, and recent migrant boom-
town residents in Wyoming and Utah found that long- term migrants 
who moved to the town during a period of rapid expansion expressed 
the greatest fears of crime. This finding indicates that such towns may 
change their character over time and develop a culture of accommoda-
tion to large numbers of transient migrants (Hunter, Krannich & Smith 
2002). A similar study from an Australian mining town determined that 
“crime- talk” had an important community- building role, with longer- 
term residents using it as a means to establish social cohesion (Scott, 
Carrington & McIntosh 2012).

Narratives and Narrative Criminology

In focusing on currently and formerly incarcerated women’s own 
accounts in this book, we enter into a dialogue with narrative crimi-
nology as well as a long feminist tradition of giving voice to women 
who may not otherwise be heard in a book- length format. Culture, con-
text, and individual personality coconstitute the storytelling modalities 
available to those asked to provide narrative accounts, which often carry 
moral weight for both their tellers and their interlocutors (McAdams 
2013; Marshall 2009). Narrative criminology takes an interdisciplinary 
approach to discursive and written forms of self- representation among 
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justice system– involved individuals (Presser & Sandberg 2015). While 
relatively new to criminology, facilitating such self- representation has an 
extensive history among feminist researchers and practitioners (Bryne 
2003).

Narrative criminology has explored the interpretive and explana-
tory mechanisms men use to recount their involvement in events that 
led to their incarceration and the futures they envision for themselves 
after their release. Identifying the various moral codes and identities 
currently and formerly incarcerated men use to interpret their experi-
ences helps to contextualize their actions and decision making within 
the broader socioeconomic forces that shape their lives (Brookman, 
Copes & Hochstetler 2011). For instance, Andy Hochstetler and col-
leagues analyzed how men who have committed crimes that physically 
hurt others resist self- identifying as violent, raising important ques-
tions about the intersections of self- conception and action (Hochstetler, 
Copes & Williams 2010). Narrative criminologists have also identified 
the existence of “narrative hot spots,” events that incarcerated individu-
als describe as pivotal in shaping their lives in conjunction with various 
social forces (O’Connor 2015). Narratives are distinctly gendered, and 
in one of the few studies addressing gendered differences in what the 
authors term “transformation narratives,” Herrschaft et al. (2009) found 
that women generally attributed positive role transformation to a rela-
tionship in their lives, while men generally attributed such changes to 
status- related goals like employment. Narrative work with criminalized 
women often emphasizes relational aspects, such as in Kristin Carbone- 
Lopez and colleagues’ work with women’s descriptions of the contexts in 
which others initiated them into methamphetamine use. Such descrip-
tions underscore the sociality of the experience, which often took place 
with family members or others to whom the women were intimately 
connected (Carbone- Lopez, Owens & Miller 2012). Jennifer Fleet-
wood, in her study of North American and European women incarcer-
ated in Quito, Ecuador, as a result of their involvement in attempting 
to transport controlled substances, observed the frequency with which 
the women invoked dominant gender norms to justify their involve-
ment in the international drug trade, particularly through their rela-
tional connections to husbands, intimate partners, and family members 
(Fleetwood 2015). In their examination of women’s gendered narratives 
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of addiction recovery from methamphetamine use, Jody Miller and col-
leagues document how the women “clearly situated their meth use in 
the context of a clearly articulated storyline of gendered conformity fol-
lowed by destruction,” whereby methamphetamine use prevented them 
from being the women they wanted to be (Miller, Carbone- Lopez & 
Gunderman 2015: 87).

In engaging with the ways in which rural women envision and re-
flect on their pasts, presents, and futures as they move through prison 
and the often further circumscribed choices available to them after their 
release, this book offers a significant contribution to the burgeoning lit-
erature on mass incarceration. Findings presented here are particularly 
meaningful in light of the political invisibility these women face as resi-
dents of an extremely rural region of the United States that depends on 
the volatile natural- resource- extraction economy. Exploring the inter-
sections between the way these global economic forces impact crimi-
nalized women and their families in a stratified rural social order where 
women earn far less than their male peers offers unique insight into the 
intermingling of criminal justice and economic systems.

The women who participated in our study understand all too well 
the importance of providing their own accounts of their lives and them-
selves, as they must often do so as part of their encounters with police, 
judges, case managers, and therapeutic group facilitators. As a result 
of these encounters, the women know that the stories they mobilize 
to represent themselves and their choices have enormous creative and 
destructive potential. We accordingly remain carefully attuned to the 
women’s accounts of their lives throughout this text, even when their 
self- representations appear contradictory. Criminalized women know 
that words hold inordinate weight in courtrooms and other criminal jus-
tice settings, where their use in particular ways can justify loss in almost 
every humanly conceivable form: of children, possessions, work, sta-
tus, friendships, family, marriages, money, and, as universally occurred 
among the women in our study, freedom.

Situating a Wyoming Women’s Prison in National Context

The number of individuals incarcerated at the Wyoming women’s prison 
remained relatively stable over the three years prior to our writing 
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this book, with the average daily population at 239 in 2016 and 254 in 
2014 and 2015. Such a small number of women residing in a physically 
isolated location makes the prison, along with its North Dakota counter-
part, the smallest and most geographically remote of the sixty- seven U.S. 
state women’s prisons.13 A prison’s location matters significantly because 
it determines potential visitation, staff retention, programming, and 
public perceptions. Remote prisons discourage visitations from fam-
ily members and loved ones and limit prison administrators’ abilities 
to recruit and retain highly qualified staff. Most volunteers, including 
those who enjoy significant university or other support, cannot easily 
devote several hours of travel time in addition to the services they pro-
vide at the facility, which results in remote prisons having fewer classes 
and programs than those in close proximity to metropolitan areas. Pris-
ons that are largely hidden from public view by location in rural areas 
also diminish public awareness and concern about such facilities.

While nearly half of all U.S. states have prison systems housing one 
thousand or more women,14 only ten states have more than one state 
prison for women.15 Eight state prison systems, in addition to Wyo-
ming’s, house fewer than 260 women: those in Maine, Montana, Ne-
braska, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Rhode Island, Vermont, and 
West Virginia. State prison systems in Alaska, Connecticut, Delaware, 
Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, Minnesota, and South Dakota each in-
carcerate 261– 500 women, and those in Alabama, Kansas, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Jersey, Tennessee, Washington, 
and Wisconsin each house 501– 1,000 women. Twenty- six women’s state 
prisons are within fifty miles of their respective state capitals,16 thirty- 
eight state women’s prisons are less than fifty miles away from a town of 
sixty thousand or more,17 and seven state prisons for women are located 
from fifty to a hundred miles away from such a town: those in Arkansas, 
Hawaii, Illinois, Missouri, South Carolina, Virginia, and Washington. 
Only Wyoming and North Dakota have prisons that are more than one 
hundred miles away from a capital city or a town of more than sixty 
thousand people.

Size and geographic location also influence prison social dynamics, 
which continue to be a subject of great interest to numerous parties. 
These include researchers who seek to understand the worlds prisoners 
create and navigate, practitioners and other professionals tasked with 
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maintaining order in correctional facilities, and a general audience that 
avidly consumes popular cultural representations of prison life. Prison 
social dynamics are shaped in significant part by the previous life expe-
riences and expectations of those who are incarcerated there, such that 
conceptions of social order, safety, and disorder can vary dramatically 
between prisons (Carrabine 2005). Hence Susan could not resist ask-
ing a senior staff member at the Wyoming women’s prison, as we idly 
conversed during count, a quiet time when the women must return to 
their cells until correctional officers have registered the presence of all 
prisoners, “Does it bother you when the women call this prison ‘Camp 
Cupcake’?”

Our research team had puzzled over some of the women’s propensity 
to refer to the prison in ways that seemed to dismiss or mitigate the total-
izing nature of their surroundings, including phrases like “Camp Cup-
cake,” “Barbie Bootcamp,” and, Susan’s personal favorite, “Little Prison 
on the Prairie.” Sometimes women used these phrases in conjunction 
with a statement along the lines of, “This isn’t a real prison,” which was 
sometimes followed by a speaker’s assessment of the kinds of violence, 
gang activity, and abuse that they believed to occur, or, in some in-
stances, that they had themselves experienced, in a “real prison.” Hence 
it should have come as no surprise when the staff member laughed at 
the naiveté of Susan’s question and explained, “They use terms like that 
because they feel safe here.”

Our goal in emphasizing the facility’s safety relative to other prisons is 
not to minimize the considerable pain and isolation from loved ones felt 
by incarcerated women. In fact, on numerous visits to the prison, some 
of us have been struck by how differently individuals might view its 
small physical size and population relative to those of other prisons and 
its considerable distance from a town with more than one grocery store. 
An urban woman transported to the facility to serve her sentence may 
see a brick structure that looks like a rural public school surrounded by 
a chain link fence amid a vast prairie. A Wyoming native, conversely, 
may see a rare manifestation of state power set in a small town. Impor-
tant differences between women’s perceptions of the prison also arise 
from experiential and demographic factors, such as age, race, drug in-
volvement, and sentence.
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Demographic information that the Wyoming Department of Correc-
tions shared with our research team indicates that as of 2017, over two 
thirds of women in the prison were in their twenties and thirties, with 
approximately 15% over fifty. The vast majority of women, like most Wy-
oming residents, self- identify as white, with smaller numbers of women 
identifying as Hispanic (8.7%), Native American (7.6%), Black (2.9%), 
and Asian (0.7%).18 Women were serving sentences for seventy- nine 
distinct felony offenses, most of which fall into two broad categories the 
women categorize as “drug crimes” and “money crimes.” Thirty- eight 
percent of the women received drug- related convictions, including 
possession, manufacturing, delivery, and child endangerment related 
to substance abuse or involvement in the illicit drug economy; 5.8% 
of women were convicted of driving under the influence of alcohol or 
drugs. Of those who committed “money crimes,” 15.6% were convicted 
of burglary, larceny, or shoplifting and 10.5%, of forgery and credit card 
offenses. A smaller number, about 20%, of the women were convicted 
of violent crimes: 10.5% of murder, 5.1% of assault and battery, and 4% 
of sexually abusing a minor. Ten and a half percent of women received 
other conviction types, including robbery, accessory, arson, property de-
struction, interference with police, child abuse, and abuse of a vulner-
able adult.

Cheyenne, the state’s capital and the town with a population of over 
sixty thousand closest to the prison, is nearly 150 miles away. Cars enter 
the prison parking lot through a single unattended gate undergirded 
by a set of steel pipes, known as a “cattle guard,” that prevent livestock 
from wandering onto the premises. The prison is a relatively small, non-
descript building constructed in 1977 and surrounded by a chain link 
fence topped with loops of barbed wire. Visitors enter through a small 
and usually empty reception area with a single metal detector and a wall 
of small lockers with clear plastic doors for storing belongings. Incarcer-
ated women use a different entrance into the facility subsequent to their 
arrival, after which they stay in a separate unit for newcomers before 
being assigned to a housing unit.

The control office consists of a small room inside which sits a single 
uniformed officer watching a small set of black- and- white closed- circuit 
cameras monitoring different areas of the prison. From the officer’s van-
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tage point, the main areas of the prison materialize within the tiny boxes 
that hold images of women working, talking, reading, playing cards, 
eating, sleeping, sitting in group, getting haircuts, and otherwise going 
about their daily lives. The officer will also see some women in restric-
tive housing, which the women term “down east” due to its location. 
Like most prisons, the facility is brightly illuminated with artificial light 
that can make it difficult to determine the time of day despite the struc-
tured routines women follow depending on their security classification, 
place of residence, job, and personal preferences. Where windows do 
exist, such as in the hallway outside the sewing workshop, classrooms, 
and the chaplain’s office, they organize the brilliant Wyoming sunlight 
into orderly shadow boxes on the floor and, while spotlessly clean on 
the inside, bear external traces of mineral deposits left by massive snow-
drifts that have melted.

An intensely bureaucratized system derived from federal, state, and 
local legislation as well as institutional culture governs the women’s 
treatment as they move through arrest, sentencing, incarceration, and, 
for many, parole supervision. While it is self- evident that every woman 
in prison is unique, the prison’s socio- institutional order provides some 
discretionary latitude with respect to structuring their daily lives. Wom-
en’s choices regarding everyday life in prison generally depend on how 
long they have been incarcerated, the length of their sentence, their con-
viction type, where they reside in the prison, and their attitudinal orien-
tation to incarceration and life more generally.

A new arrival to the prison typically spends approximately thirty days 
isolated from the general prison population and under observation by 
prison staff while undergoing a battery of screenings and paper- based 
tests. In conjunction with the woman’s conviction type, these assess-
ments will determine her housing unit, case plan, uniform color, and 
other aspects of her everyday routine. The amount of time a woman 
spends in isolation may vary by type of offense and criminal history, 
such that an eighteen- year- old incarcerated for the first time and unac-
customed to the stress and social norms of a correctional setting might 
spend more time under observation compared with a mature woman 
who has served multiple prison sentences. Prison staff assess new ar-
rivals in isolation— colloquially referred to for generations in many U.S. 
prisons as the “fish tank” because of the twenty- three hours per day of 
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observation it involves— by attempting to determine their mental health 
status, including their likelihood of being aggressive or dangerously de-
pressed, as well as to predict how they will interact with others in a new 
environment.

Most women will move from the observation period to general popu-
lation where, as in other prisons nationwide, their security classification 
and other staff assessments will determine their place of residence, job, 
and participation in programming. Women in general population reside 
in one of two separate residence areas that refer to their shape: halls and 
pods. Halls, which house women with higher security classifications, 
feature two- person cells along a narrow corridor, while the pods, for 
women with lower security classifications, consist of two- person cells 
situated along a high- ceilinged, two- story rectangle featuring a large 
open area with immobile tables in the middle. All cells have neatly made 
bunk beds, a toilet, and, often, photographs of children and other loved 
ones fastened to the cinderblock walls. Women shower in a separate area 
located within each housing unit.

Women in general population keep busy with a variety of social ac-
tivities, individual hobbies, classes, and jobs for which they receive a 
small amount of money that they can spend at the commissary, which 
sells snacks, personal hygiene products, and a limited selection of enter-
tainment items, including a single type of television. The prison’s most 
competitive and well- paid jobs are at the indoor tilapia farm, which 
raises the fish in massive tubs supervised by a full- time ichthyologist 
and delivers them for sale to a distributor from neighboring Colorado. 
Women may also work at the library, at a sewing workshop that makes 
uniforms and other items by order, and in the kitchen. When not at 
work, women may sign up for classes or groups that focus on crafts, re-
ligion, addictions treatment, exercise, reading, or education, with many 
women forming interest- based social groups among themselves around 
these activities.

Keeping busy while residing in general population provides a way 
for women to pass the time in a highly structured social context where 
they otherwise have limited decision- making opportunities. For many 
women, choosing among the admittedly limited ways to create a rou-
tine for themselves in prison is an important aspect of self- actualization 
while incarcerated. Women may find that these activities, and the self- 
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reflection, routine, and responsibility they attempt to foster, can help 
them to envision new possibilities for themselves following their release. 
In many ways, structuring their time around a set of activities and spend-
ing it with women who have shared interests keeps women connected to 
community and helps them to cope with difficult circumstances.

Yet other women spend their time in general population unmotivated 
to make changes or to form a routine for themselves, choosing instead 
to spend their time sleeping, watching television, and participating in as 
few activities as possible. Such individuals often isolate themselves by 
socializing minimally, spending a great deal of time alone, and only in-
teracting with others during mealtimes in the cafeteria. Women who do 
actively work and participate in programming sometimes speak about 
such women with a mixture of scorn and pity due to their perception 
that they have limited interest in making changes to their lives despite 
the fact that they may be struggling with depression or other mental 
health issues.

The prison’s third housing unit, situated separately from the halls and 
the pods, is the Intensive Treatment Unit, which prison staff and the 
women most often refer to by its acronym, ITU. Women who reside 
in ITU score highly on the Addictions Severity Index, an assessment 
screening administered to new arrivals, and must commit to a rigorous 
schedule of classes and expectations for conduct that are much higher 
than for the rest of the prison. ITU residents may not have any con-
tact with women who live in general population and must adhere to 
the therapeutic community model that emphasizes personal and social 
responsibility. Women in ITU cannot work due to their busy schedules, 
which involve spending almost all of their time with their coresidents in 
classes, program- related writing and other exercises, and self- reflection. 
All women agree that ITU’s highly scheduled routine makes time pass 
quickly, but, as with any addictions treatment model, women’s opinions 
of the program span a continuum from those who praise its focus on ac-
countability to those who feel traumatized by its emphasis on processing 
one’s painful past experiences.

Women from all three housing units can be sent to restrictive housing 
(“down east”) if staff deem them a danger to public safety or themselves 
because of serious rule violations, such as fighting, or a debilitating men-
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tal health episode. Like new arrivals to the prison, women in restric-
tive housing spend most of their day in complete isolation, with only 
an hour for exercise. Being sent into restrictive housing can extend the 
amount of time a woman spends in prison by adding to her record of 
disciplinary infractions and removing or invalidating a positive record, 
or “good time,” that may result in fewer days or months served in prison. 
A minority of women, particularly those who struggle with being sur-
rounded by so many women at all times or who suffer from severe men-
tal health issues, will deliberately act out in order to be sent to restrictive 
housing and experience its associated privacy.

In Wyoming, as nationally, women serving very long or life sentences 
play an enormous role in setting and maintaining the overall tone of 
prison life, communicating to newcomers that the prison is not just a 
holding cell but their actual home for a long time. These women serve as 
essential role models who teach other women how to successfully navi-
gate their sentences while also preserving institutional culture. Many 
women who have been in prison for more than a decade take leader-
ship roles in various groups and envision themselves as responsible for 
maintaining the prison’s social order. Staff and administrators are well 
aware of these women’s important social role, and for some women with 
lengthy or life sentences, the higher standards to which they are held 
can be burdensome. For some women, this social role is a point of pride, 
whereas others may simply perceive it as part of their responsibilities 
as women serving lengthy sentences. The situation is quite different for 
women who are preparing for release from prison.

Women preparing for release from prison do so in one of three ways. 
Some women choose to serve their entire sentence, colloquially referred 
to as “killing [my/her] number,” in prison and then be released without 
any obligations to parole, mandatory drug testing, or related require-
ments. Others appear before the Parole Board, which is comprised of 
volunteers appointed by the governor, and, if recommended for parole, 
after release must report on a regular basis to parole officers who may 
stipulate a significant number of restrictions on the women’s move-
ments, relationships, and other important aspects of their lives. Women 
may also serve the remainder of their sentence at an Adult Community 
Corrections facility that privately contracts with the Wyoming Depart-
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ment of Corrections, and where the women must find a job and pay 
rent. Although the women live in the free world in such facilities, they 
are still prisoners completing a sentence.

Taken together, these various ways that women navigate their time in 
prison underscore the nuanced complexities inherent to life in a total-
izing social institution that, in more instances than not, continues to 
impact the women throughout their lives. This is particularly significant 
given that most of the women incarcerated in Wyoming come from, 
and will return to, rural areas characterized by a gendered rural social 
order that positions them as fundamentally suspect and deserving of 
heightened scrutiny. Our research team’s recognition of these unique 
rural dynamics prompted special methodological and ethical consid-
erations in a state that Wyoming natives often refer to as “a small town 
with long roads.”

Methods and Ethics in a Rural Research Context

We situate this text within a wealth of innovative feminist work with 
incarcerated women that eschews the hierarchies imposed by the aca-
demic research, writing, and publishing enterprises. These hierarchies 
are most readily apparent in socio- institutionally enforced divisions 
between university and community, professor and student, and, of 
course, the free and the imprisoned.19 The project that forms the basis of 
this work began at the University of Wyoming in 2014 when sociologist 
Catherine Connolly introduced anthropologist Susan Dewey, liter-
ary and social justice scholar Bonnie Zare, and graduate student Rhett 
Epler to Rosemary Bratton, founder and director of the Hilde Project, 
a Wyoming nonprofit organization that helps currently and formerly 
incarcerated women prepare for self- sufficiency. Rosemary has served 
as a volunteer at the Wyoming women’s prison for many years, during 
which she has taught courses on personal financial management, career 
empowerment, and skill development.

Keen to conduct an action research project with positive direct po-
tential benefits for our community, we mobilized our respective skills 
as researchers, activists, and people with intergenerational local ties to 
design a qualitative interview- based needs assessment that sought to de-
termine community reintegration challenges faced by women who have 
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been incarcerated at the prison. Between December 2014 and August 
2015, Cathy, Bonnie, Susan, and Rhett interviewed seventy- one women, 
forty- three of whom were incarcerated at the time of the interview and 
twenty- eight of whom were on parole and residing throughout the 
state, about their perceptions of their life experiences prior to, during, 
and subsequent to imprisonment. We used two open- ended interview 
guides, one for currently incarcerated women and one for formerly in-
carcerated women, to elicit responses regarding the participants’ per-
ceptions of their support systems and their abilities to be economically 
self- sufficient.

The research team organized the interview guide around three central 
sets of experiences: life before incarceration, experiences in the Wyo-
ming women’s prison, and actual or anticipated postrelease experiences. 
The interviews consisted of open- ended questions about the women’s 
aspirations, education, decision making, support systems, and daily 
activities, and included numerous prompts that encouraged women to 
discuss aspects of their lives that they regarded as significant. Each in-
terview lasted approximately one hour and was transcribed verbatim, 
resulting in approximately two thousand pages of transcripts, which the 
research team members deductively and then axially coded to deter-
mine the project’s most significant findings. This data, which undergirds 
the arguments presented here, indicated that many women expressed 
a desire for more classes and programming; in response, Susan initi-
ated Wyoming Pathways from Prison, which provides college credit to 
incarcerated women at no cost through remote technological and in- 
person instruction by University of Wyoming faculty, staff, and super-
vised students.20 Susan also subsequently conducted over one hundred 
additional interviews in the summer of 2017 with parole officers, as well 
as with men and women under their supervision, and findings from that 
work also inform the analyses presented here.

We attribute a great deal of this action research project’s success to a 
strong, mutually respectful relationship with the Wyoming Department 
of Corrections (DOC), which supported this work from its inception. 
DOC leadership allowed us to record interviews in the prison, which 
enabled us to analyze verbatim transcripts rather than messy and in-
complete handwritten notes. DOC staff members read and fully con-
sidered the findings presented in a report submitted shortly after the 
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research was completed and continued to support higher education in 
prison initiatives despite the fact that doing so meant adding to staff ’s al-
ready significant workloads. Simply put, this work would not have been 
possible without such generosity from the DOC, and we continue to be 
humbled by the genuine concern evinced by DOC staff for the incarcer-
ated women under their supervision.

We conceptualized this book as the collaborative product of our re-
spective skill sets after jointly defining the arguments presented here in a 
series of meetings. While the collaborative process was nearly effortless 
as a result of our shared feminist values, concern for the women who 
participated in the study, mutual respect for one another, and a long his-
tory of successfully working together as colleagues, we remained mind-
ful of the ethical challenges raised by the unique research and social 
context in which we worked. Aspects of Wyoming’s dominant sociocul-
tural norms and the general social structures that govern everyday life 
played a significant role in our research design, its implementation, and 
the decisions we made in writing this book.

In Wyoming, as everywhere, these normative structures impact indi-
viduals in different ways depending on who they are and where they are, 
such that gendered rural cultural practices that may strike some people 
as archaic or excessively restrictive are defended by others who regard 
them as normal because they constitute the only way of life familiar to 
them. Our research design consciously engaged with these norms by 
tightly attuning our modes of inquiry and analysis to the physical, cul-
tural, and socioeconomic realities that surround us in our daily lives. A 
number of these realities resemble dynamics at work in other parts of 
the rural United States, where limited prospects for work or social mo-
bility prompt many young people to migrate, the interests of intergener-
ational landholding families hold powerful sway, and the cultural beliefs 
that make life possible for some are intolerably oppressive for others.21

Weather governs everyday Wyoming life in a totalizing manner dif-
ficult to explain to outsiders because of the ways in which snow, wind, 
hail, fires, and other natural occurrences frequently combine with very 
limited state infrastructure to make interstate highways and local roads 
impassable for days. During such storms, the state becomes an Ameri-
can Siberia, with an undulating lunar landscape snow- blanketed and 
whipped by ferocious winds that can violently twist tractor- trailers into 
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heaps of obliterated roadside steel within seconds, with temperatures 
plummeting to twenty degrees below zero. A heavy snowstorm, particu-
larly when accompanied by gale- force winds, will often leave the streets 
of even populated areas covered in ice and snow for weeks until warmer 
temperatures melt it away. It is not atypical for interstate highways to 
remain minimally plowed relative to other parts of the United States 
that experience heavy snowfall, necessitating, for those who can afford 
them, the purchase of studded tires, chains, or other forms of snow pro-
tection unknown (and typically illegal) in the Midwest or Northeast 
where snowplows regularly clear the roads. Road closures that ensue 
after a major snowstorm render virtually all travel impossible and make 
the often- lengthy driving distance between one town and the next espe-
cially apparent as grocery store stocks dwindle and town streets become 
treacherous or impassable.

The state, with its vast geographic space, has a population less than 
that of Des Moines, Iowa, and a quarter of the Denver Metro area (or of 
Brooklyn and Queens put together), although most residents live and 
work in, or within a short driving distance of, a small town. While Wyo-
ming has one of the shortest commute times in the nation, most Wyo-
ming drivers travel longer distances with a sleeping bag, nonperishable 
food items, and water at all times of the year, and many are proud of 
the personal responsibility and self- reliance created by the sometimes- 
hostile climate. Long driving distances from one town to the next, a lack 
of public transportation, and difficult travel conditions also create a situ-
ation in which many areas of Wyoming are considered “food deserts” 
because they lack grocery stores and access to fresh produce.

Small- town life is the norm in Wyoming, where the capital city, Chey-
enne, has just over sixty thousand people. Many local people see the 
state’s wide- open spaces as emblematic of a personal freedom that con-
sists of being left alone and unencumbered by city life. Those who live 
in small Wyoming towns or in the countryside entirely without neigh-
bors take pride in their belief that they do not have to lock their doors 
to protect against intruders or theft, and many highly value what they 
regard as a supportive, close- knit community. These dynamics also in-
volve what some city dwellers might regard as gossip or intrusion into 
personal life, as small- town Wyoming residents often comprise one an-
other’s entire social worlds.
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Wyoming has a remarkably homogeneous ethno- racial composition, 
with many locals descended from Protestant German homesteaders. As 
one woman of color from another state explained to Susan and Rhett 
during an interview at a halfway house where she was residing after her 
release from prison, “I never seen so many white people in my life.” An 
urban visitor to Wyoming from the East Coast or a major midwestern 
city is likely to be struck by how most residents are monolingual English 
speakers who do not express strong affinities for the European countries 
from which their ancestors migrated to the degree that many people do 
in cities with larger populations of European immigrant groups through 
the maintenance of language, celebration of national cultural heritages, 
and related practices. It could be argued that this is the case because 
many European migrants who moved west chose to leave these cultural 
and linguistic practices behind, or had no one to share them with, un-
like in more densely populated areas where early European migrants, as 
many migrants still do today, settled in communities with shared cul-
tural affinities.

This relative homogeneity was also evident in the absence of discus-
sion regarding ethnicity, race, or cultural identity in our interviews with 
women, the vast majority of whom were white. The research team is also 
white, which may have impacted discussions about race with women 
who participated in our study, given that whiteness is a majority iden-
tity in Wyoming and an assumed cultural category that does not lend 
itself to critical interrogation in the absence of the kind of ethnic and 
racial diversity found in many other U.S. states. Since many people 
are from predominantly white towns of eight thousand people or less, 
it is fairly common for these residents to have rarely or never met a 
person of color or a person who speaks a language other than English. 
The few times when discussions of race did occur, notably, were either 
with white women who had lived in other states (including in prisons 
in other states) or with the very small group of Latinas, Native Ameri-
can women, and African American women interviewed, and then only 
after the person doing the interviewing mentioned her home state of, 
depending on the interviewer, New York or California.

Despite the conformity one might expect to ensue from such homo-
geneity, many Wyoming residents regard themselves as fiercely indepen-
dent. A local person familiar with the hard, and sometimes dangerous, 
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physical labor of mining, ranching, or oilfield work may resent the com-
modification of its associated cowboy culture by wealthy urbanites who 
own ski vacation homes in Jackson, a resort town in Wyoming’s north-
western corner. This negative perception of outsiders deemed insensitive 
to local ways extends to state and federal regulatory oversight, which 
many Wyomingites perceive as burdensome because they are subject to 
metropolitan policy, standards, and legislation without reaping its ben-
efits. Hence someone who owns a ranch may object to a state oil and gas 
inspector’s right to examine an oil well on his or her property, which he 
or she regards as sovereign despite the potentially significant negative 
impacts that an oil or gas leak has on groundwater and air quality shared 
by all state residents. Such sentiments stem from a landowning system 
generally maintained across generations through gradual land acquisi-
tion of neighboring properties, often at prices reduced by the despera-
tion of those who could no longer make a living.

A Fraught Historical Context

Our research team remained highly conscious of the fraught cultural 
and historical terrain in which we carried out our work in a region 
long mythologized in U.S. popular culture as the fearlessly indepen-
dent “Wild West,” where gun- slinging cowboys, Native Americans, 
sheriffs, and outlaws battled for control of a region characterized as the 
frontier because of its distance from the East Coast centers of federal 
government power that were already well established by the time leaders 
began to promote Manifest Destiny in the mid- 1850s. Historians gen-
erally attribute the origins of this widespread myth of the frontier to 
the work of historian Frederick Jackson Turner (1893), who, following 
then- contemporary prevailing political sentiments among most white 
Americans, argued that the frontier was “the meeting point between sav-
agery and civilization,” demarcated by the “existence of free land,” and 
thus “furnishe[d] the environmental conditions under which Americans 
come into being” (Turner 1893, cited in Redding 2007). Turner wrote 
during the post– Civil War Reconstruction era, a time when dominant 
U.S. cultural and government powers alike had a vested interest in pro-
moting a sanitized version of colonial conquest and genocide in which 
white settlers heroically brought civilization to previously unsettled or 
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“savage” lands (Slotkin 1992; Chapple 2008). This myth, as originally 
promulgated by Turner, would not be nearly as disturbing if not for its 
enduring power in both national politics and the dominant cultural 
imagination, as cultural studies scholar Arthur Redding notes:

The struggle between federalism and libertarianism virtually defines our 
national elections. . . . When a presidential candidate wants to “get big 
government off our backs,” he dresses up like a cowboy, as did Ronald 
Reagan, who twice ran successfully on an anti- federalist platform. In the 
west, “tax- and- spend” liberals are demonized as east- coast Washington 
insiders and ignorant bureaucrats, as tax collectors, and, ultimately, as ef-
feminate. Libertarian values are strong in the heartland. We think of our-
selves as self- reliant, fiercely independent, and competent. We like guns 
and we like settling things for ourselves. (Redding 2007: 316)

The myth of the frontier, as numerous scholars and activists have 
argued for decades, largely erases the fact that Native Americans, in-
cluding the Arapaho, Shoshone, Lakota, Cheyenne, and Crow, inhabited 
the western states, including Wyoming’s Wind River Valley, for at least 
five thousand years prior to the arrival of white settlers (Bishop & Plew 
2016). Yet this history of contact between Native Americans and Europe-
ans is more nuanced than any single history can convey. While the Sho-
shone and other Native American groups began using horses acquired 
through trade with European missionaries, fur trappers, and travelers as 
early as 1700 (Stamm 1999), large- scale contact between Native Ameri-
cans and white settlers did not occur until after Lewis and Clark’s 1804 
expedition into the western region of what is today the United States, 
after which fur traders began to arrive in much larger numbers, followed 
by gold prospectors, ranchers, miners, and others (Cassity 2011; Hughes 
2000; Sanderson 2011).

Socioeconomic relations between Native Americans and white set-
tlers were profoundly impacted by two major initiatives promoted by 
the U.S. federal government: the Homestead Act of 1862, which turned 
over nearly 10% of the total land area of the United States to settlers, 
including women and people of color, for ownership to those willing to 
build a home and reside there for at least five years; and the increasing 
push to resettle Native Americans onto reservations, which took very 
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different forms across the United States in terms of violence, coercion, 
and resistance (Deloria 1992). Some scholars have argued that such colo-
nization continued into the twentieth century through Native American 
people’s overrepresentation in prisons relative to population size, as has 
historically been the case in Montana and other Rocky Mountain states 
(Ross 1998).

Reservation life, for Arapaho and many other Native American com-
munities, undermined cultural systems that previously provided com-
munity support and a positive sense of shared identity (Fowler 2001). 
These difficulties were further compounded by the facts that many 
reservation areas were located on parcels of land deemed least desir-
able for agriculture, ranching, and other forms of settlement and that 
Native Americans had limited opportunities either for wage employ-
ment or to practice their traditional ways of life on reservation lands 
due to early government efforts to “assimilate” Native Americans into 
European- derived ways of living and working (Massey 2004). Native 
Americans demonstrated resistance to these considerable constraints, 
including through creolization of Christian missionary texts in ways 
that respected Arapaho and other religious traditions (Anderson 2001a; 
Anderson 2001b) just as Native Americans continue to do today through 
defying the unfortunately persistent nature of racism and injustice (De-
loria 2004).

Despite the complexities inherent to these historical encounters, it 
is important not to focus exclusively on a version of history that only 
tells the stories of Native Americans and white settlers. African Ameri-
cans, Latinxs, and individuals from many other ethnic and racial groups 
also relocated to Wyoming hoping to begin new lives for themselves 
free of the socioeconomic constraints of their original homes (Patton & 
Schedlock 2012). Wyoming granted women suffrage in 1869, a full fifty 
years before the rest of the United States, although historians continue 
to debate whether suffrage was a bid to increase voting power in a low- 
population- density state, an effort to attract more women settlers, or 
evidence of a then- progressive mindset (Morris 2017). Women played 
a particularly significant role in establishing schools as well as in other 
forms of work that were stigmatized or off- limits to women in other 
parts of the United States and necessary in the West due to labor short-
ages and, among women married to men, long periods of separation as 
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men searched for or performed work in resource- extraction fields that, 
then as now, are segregated by gender (Rankin 1990). Western women 
also practiced entrepreneurship through prostitution, including its man-
agement in brothels, sometimes becoming quite wealthy in the process 
in areas where men dramatically outnumbered women (McKell 2009; 
Butler 1997).

These western histories and identities have remained enshrined in 
the dominant U.S. cultural consciousness from Turner’s time until today 
and are evident in the way contemporary Wyoming tourism— the state’s 
third- biggest industry— continues to profit from widespread fascination 
with the myth of the frontier. Buffalo Bill Cody, for whom the tourism- 
reliant town of Cody, Wyoming (near the famous Yellowstone National 
Park), is named, created a “Wild West Show” that toured the United 
States and Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
after the entrepreneur failed to profit significantly from obtaining the 
water rights to Wyoming’s Big Horn Basin (Bonner 2002). Today, most 
visitors to Yellowstone National Park will also visit the large tourist- 
oriented historical center memorializing Buffalo Bill Cody’s legacy. 
Across Wyoming, numerous small towns annually enact local celebra-
tions that likewise embrace the myth of the frontier, sometimes in ways 
that emphasize Euro- American versions of history that exclude or rep-
licate stereotypes about women and people of color, particularly Native 
Americans (Rommie 2018; Shalinsky 1991).

Contemporary Wyoming remains a fraught context, with relations 
between local people of various communities, state governments, and 
the federal government subject to the vicissitudes of national and inter-
national prices for commodities derived from its extractive industries. 
“Ghost towns” formerly home to residents who mined for gold, miner-
als, and uranium are a testament to Wyoming’s complex and contested 
relationship to the world (Amundsen 1995). This fraught history and 
context, combined with tightly knit sociofamilial ties and suspicious-
ness of outsiders, is by no means confined to any one particular group 
in Wyoming. For instance, it could be argued that negative sentiments 
toward the federal government and other forms of state control among 
descendants of white settlers is just as prevalent as is resentment toward 
ongoing neocolonial forms of oppression among Native Americans. 
Land ownership and the rights to use of land and water continue to be 
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points of contention in this region, as despite what a visitor to Wyoming 
would likely regard as vast expanses of wide- open, empty, and generally 
arid land, the majority of it is owned by either private citizens or the fed-
eral government.22 Law enforcement officers and other state agents, who 
are also products of their cultural context, can likewise evince a com-
plex relationship with state authority that closely resembles the ethos of 
ranchers and others who genuinely believe in their sovereign right over 
their land. One particularly striking example of this near- feudal belief 
occurred several years ago when Susan sat with a county sheriff and at-
tempted to review the standard informed- consent script that notifies an 
interview participant of his or her rights, the purpose of the study, and 
the study’s funder, which in that case was the Department of Justice’s 
Bureau of Justice Statistics. “Well, darlin’,” the sheriff intoned before indi-
cating that the interview was over before it even began, “you were doin’ 
pretty good there until you mentioned the Feds.”

This unique cultural and geographical context informs the lives of the 
women who participated in our study in complex ways that, of course, 
vary depending on each individual woman and the socioeconomic re-
sources available to her. Women from “outlaw families,” a term we heard 
used to describe kinship networks with extensive histories of criminal 
justice system involvement, often felt profiled and disproportionately 
punished by rural police officers. Since most rural police officers grew 
up in the same communities as those they professionally engage with 
in a law enforcement capacity, sometimes women from outlaw families 
feel that arrests and other negative police encounters are a result of their 
relatives’ reputations. This dynamic is strikingly different from that of 
most urban contexts, where it is relatively uncommon for most officers 
to live in the neighborhoods they police.

Once women are released from prison, Wyoming’s rural context chal-
lenges them because small- town residents are more likely to learn of 
their peers’ criminal histories than would be the case in a city, where ex- 
offenders enjoy greater anonymity. Yet, for some women, the familiarity 
induced by such high- density social ties could also create the possibility 
for increased interpersonal and community bonds rather than intensify-
ing the stigma of a felony conviction. Likewise, some women look for-
ward to the opportunity to start over in a small town where they know 
no one, whereas others feel intimidated by their probable exclusion from 
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the established family or social networks that can lead to work and other 
forms of socioeconomic support in such contexts.

This tightly knit research context also presented challenges in terms 
of the most respectful way to protect the women’s confidentiality with-
out compromising the book’s empirical accuracy. We carefully consid-
ered these challenges after dozens of meticulous transcript reviews, 
developing central themes in an extensive codebook, deductively and 
axially coding all two thousand transcript pages, and then determining 
the book’s central argument and structure. Wyoming has so few people 
that any information about a woman’s life is potentially identifying, and 
this is particularly true for women in prison, given that their stories, like 
those of their male counterparts, are often reported at length in local 
newspapers because of the state’s very low crime rates. Our solution to 
this dilemma was to develop five composite characters— Tammi, Ne-
drah, Dakota, Itzel, and Janea— who serve as narrative anchors for the 
analysis featured throughout the text by representing the central issues 
of concern, as the women expressed them to us, among currently and 
formerly incarcerated women.

We recognize that our use of composite characters presents some 
ethical challenges, particularly with respect to the risk of imposing or 
projecting our research team’s understanding of issues facing currently 
and formerly incarcerated women. Yet our alternative, which would 
expose the identities of our participants to others in Wyoming, would 
come at far too high an ethical price because it could potentially cause 
long- term harm to the women who so bravely shared their stories with 
us. All quotations derive directly from ideas expressed in the transcripts 
of recorded interviews, and all reconstructed scenes involve events one 
of us either observed occurring among the women or heard about dur-
ing the course of an interview. Verbatim quotations have been used as 
often as possible in the chapter vignettes, where their use does not risk 
identifying any research participants.

We take creative license in chapter vignettes by developing points 
emphasized to us by the women in interview transcripts or observa-
tions. While some events described were observed, distinguishing those 
from events developed using our interview data risks identifying our 
participants. All expressions of emotion and motivation by the com-
posite characters emerged from careful deductive analysis of transcripts 
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and observations in ways that avoid identifying any of the women who 
participated in our research while emphasizing common sentiments 
among the women. All family members and intimate partners are non-
identifying composites derived from women’s descriptions, as are their 
friendships and other relationships. Women’s interactions with these 
important figures in their lives likewise derive from our research team’s 
data, although we depict these interactions in ways that cannot identify 
any of our participants.

We tried our best to ensure accurate and holistic representation of 
these complex issues by sharing the manuscript prior to publication with 
multiple individuals, including Department of Corrections staff mem-
bers, formerly incarcerated people, and others who generously offered 
to read and comment on the manuscript. Susan discussed the approach 
taken in this book with numerous currently and formerly incarcerated 
women, all of whom universally agreed that the composite characters 
play an essential role both in protecting women’s confidentiality and in 
emphasizing the dynamic nuances of their lives. We hope that we have 
done right by all concerned.

The Women: An Introduction

“Tammi” is nineteen years old and knows what it feels like to lose her 
mind; she also knows how to prepare a variety of controlled substances 
for ingestion and self- identifies as “very institutionalized” because of 
her lifetime trajectory through foster care, group homes, the juvenile 
justice system, and, after she turned eighteen, jail and then prison. “This 
is my normal,” she says, tugging on the green uniform that identifies 
her and her peers as residents of the prison’s addictions treatment unit. 
“I been in the system my whole life.” Most of Tammi’s milestones— her 
birth, passing her high school equivalency exam, trying and failing to 
maintain contact with a daughter she gave birth to in the free world— 
have occurred in state facilities, which is also true of her siblings and 
family members more generally. For Tammi, incarceration is a fact of 
life in ways that allow her to reflect on the differences between various 
Wyoming jails and prisons: “I visited my baby’s father too many times 
when he first went away, and trust me, those officers are mean. It’s not 
so bad here.”
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Tammi’s extensive family involvement with the criminal justice sys-
tem and social services means that they have “outlaw family” status that 
subjects her to intensified police scrutiny, which may be characterized as 
a form of rural police profiling. Both her parents struggled with addic-
tion, leaving her to care for her younger siblings and successfully evade 
the Department of Family Services, which is tasked with the oversight 
of children who have parents deemed unable to care for them, until she 
was arrested as a young adolescent and subsequently resided at the Girls’ 
School, Wyoming’s detention facility for minor girls. Tammi’s extensive 
criminal record, her youth, and her long history of substance abuse led 
to her placement in the prison’s addictions treatment housing unit, where 
she, like many women who have resigned themselves to spending their 
lives under institutional surveillance, is familiar with the language and 
actions required to demonstrate program compliance. Yet, like a number 
of her peers, she also knows from experience how to evade or deflect 
questions or topics she regards as too personal for discussion in group.

“Nedrah” spent six years in prison after being convicted of conspir-
acy to manufacture methamphetamine and endangering the welfare of 
a child, the result of her peregrination from a decade of marriage to the 
son of her mother’s best friend to life with “Wyatt,” whom she met when 
he rented a unit in her family’s apartment complex following one of his 
stints in county jail. “I grew up very sheltered,” she explains, “and for all 
his flaws, Wyatt really knew how to live, and that made me feel alive, 
too. Everything we did together was an adventure.” Nedrah and Wyatt 
quickly embarked on an itinerant life in which methamphetamine’s fre-
netic pace dissolved the structure and order that characterized her mar-
riage; they drove for days across Wyoming with little need for sleep or 
food, searching for ways to make money.

Once in prison, shunned by her family and forbidden contact with 
the man who had so obsessively occupied every minute of her time, 
Nedrah finds it difficult to form relationships with other women or to 
engage in therapeutic or addictions treatment groups, which she re-
gards as formulaic, infantile, and designed to encourage acceptance of 
the structured and orderly life she voluntarily abandoned and usually 
characterizes as “settling.” She feels exhausted just thinking about the 
effort it would take her to determine whom she might trust and conse-
quently avoids other incarcerated women, most of whom she regards 
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with contempt and scorn. “This is like living in a town of two hundred– 
some people,” she says, “and just like in any little town of two hundred– 
some people everybody knows everybody’s business.” Once released, 
however, Nedrah finds her world even further restricted as small- town 
social mores and the additional burden of a felony conviction leave her 
even more dependent on the family she tried to escape.

“Dakota” has deep roots in Wyoming and, like many of the rural 
people she knows, regards herself as “middle- class” despite her family’s 
intergenerational struggles to keep their ranch while they also work at 
a variety of semiskilled jobs in a town located about thirty miles from 
where their ancestors homesteaded. She was thirty- four years old when 
she went to prison, with two adolescent boys, an unemployed alcoholic 
ex- husband living in the same rural county that comprised her entire 
social world, a University of Wyoming accounting degree, and a poorly 
paid job at a medical office that she hated. Indebted, desperate, and un-
able to communicate her desires for a new and different life to those 
she loved due to fear of both their judgment and the unknown, Dakota 
started cooking the medical office’s books to cover her phone bills and 
the minimum loan payments on the overleveraged family ranch. Over a 
three- year period, she embezzled fifteen thousand dollars, knowing that 
she would have earned at least this much more than her small salary if 
not shackled to the only place and people she ever knew before going 
to prison.

Sentenced to fourteen months, Dakota obediently does her time by 
working in the kitchen and occasionally attending support groups filled 
with women who share with her their accounts of addiction, abandon-
ment, and other pain that reinforce her sense that she is different from 
them. She feels lucky that her parents took in her two boys, rather than 
sending them into the foster care vortex that snatches away so many 
other incarcerated women’s children. Yet, just as other women in prison 
warned her would happen, her court- mandated restitution payments, 
coupled with difficulties finding someone to hire her, make life even 
more difficult following her release. “I thought I knew what hardship 
was before I went to prison,” she says, “but that was nothing compared 
to now.”

“Itzel” is twenty- one and from the Spanish- speaking neighborhoods 
around Federal Boulevard in Denver, where she spent the last year of her 
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teens in prison after she assaulted a girl whom she suspected of sleeping 
with her boyfriend, “Dante,” whose name is tattooed on her neck and 
whose baby she is carrying. She has seven months remaining on her 
sentence for aggravated assault and battery as a result of an altercation 
that took place when she and Dante attempted to collect on a drug debt 
owed by a small- time purveyor of controlled substances in Cheyenne, 
Wyoming’s capital city; because she was the one who hit the man in the 
face with a tire iron, Dante faced no charges. While she was initially 
proud of her loyalty to her man, being incarcerated takes a toll on Itzel, 
who finds a small group of other women from Colorado who help her 
to mitigate the isolation she feels in the facility.

Lacking strong legal representation and without family members who 
can exert influence, Itzel faces constant roadblocks as she attempts to 
arrange an interstate compact that will allow her to complete the terms 
of her parole in Colorado. The thought of living in a halfway house in a 
state where she has spent only a few hours outside of prison terrifies her, 
and she is shocked at the significant differences between the conditions 
characterizing the two prisons in neighboring states. “In Colorado,” she 
says, “we had a huge yard, we could take all kindsa classes, we could 
talk to our case workers and actually get an answer; here there’s nothing 
and the women locked up in here don’t even know no better. I get chills 
when I think about leaving here with nothing.” For Itzel, familiarity with 
the criminal justice system as a result of her neighborhood, family mem-
bers, and friends provides little comfort as she attempts to find ways to 
create a future for herself and her baby.

“Janea,” who is fifty- five, grew up in Texas, where at age twenty- two 
she met and quickly married “George,” a charismatic drill rig operator, 
and spent the next ten years as a stay- at- home mother to their two sons 
outside of Dallas. Early on in their marriage Janea’s husband always 
seemed to have trouble controlling his anger, which she regarded as a 
normal byproduct of his very dangerous occupation, just as it seemed 
to be among most of the men in her family. In Texas she could always 
go stay with relatives after a bad fight, but everything changed when 
he took a better- paying job in the Wyoming oilfields, where their clos-
est neighbors lived in a town located across twenty- five miles of poorly 
plowed and badly maintained roads. The night she shot him in the head 
is a surreal blur of images, from the cottonwood limbs thrown into stark 
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relief by the full moon to the sudden shocking sound of a single bullet 
leaving the hunting rifle.

“The judge told me ‘I’ma make an example of you’ and, boy, he sure 
did,” Janea says. “I’ll probably die in here.” Numerous chronic health 
problems, some of them caused by years of physical abuse by her hus-
band, compound the difficulties of everyday prison life, and she has 
spent several nights in restrictive housing for refusing her assigned top 
bunk due to her fear that she could have a seizure and fall. Janea trea-
sures the small privileges that mitigate the routine that will endlessly 
repeat throughout her life sentence: her job at the prison library, help-
ing women prepare to take high school equivalency exams, and reading 
letters from her two adult children. She has little patience for trouble- 
making younger women serving short drug- related sentences, of whom 
she says, “We lifers, we set the tone of the prison, and that’s not the tone 
we want in here.”

Throughout the chapters that follow, these five composite characters 
interact with other, less central composite characters whose experiences 
likewise derive from patterns our research team observed in the life 
experiences of currently and formerly incarcerated women. These less 
prominently featured composite characters came to be representative 
of particular identities through the same process we used in develop-
ing the central composite characters. They feature less frequently and 
are chapter- specific because the experiences and circumstances they 
represent occurred less often in our transcripts and observations. These 
interactions between primary and secondary composite characters are 
necessary to accurately depict the sociality of everyday prison life, where 
women live, eat, work, and participate in groups and other activities in 
a totalizing environment that involves near- constant interaction with 
others.

Tammi’s and Nedrah’s respective experiences with addiction and 
treatment both in and after prison are discussed in the first chapter, 
where they variously encounter the secondary composite characters 
Crystal, Kat, and Deb. Crystal, a prisoner who serves as the addictions 
treatment unit’s head of house, takes her prison responsibilities very se-
riously, particularly in terms of mentoring other prisoners and ensuring 
the enforcement of unit rules. For some women in our study, such a 
leadership role was extraordinarily meaningful because it granted them 
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special privileges, accorded them status, and, in some cases, was the first 
time in their lives that they had some amount of formal responsibil-
ity over others. Kat, Tammi’s addictions treatment unit cellmate from 
the Wind River Reservation, spent a year in prison waiting to get into 
the addictions treatment unit. Like Crystal, Kat finds great meaning 
in the unit’s highly structured approach to drug treatment and puts its 
teachings into practice by clearly setting interpersonal boundaries with 
Tammi, who is accustomed to defining herself through her relation-
ships to others. Deb, a former itinerant rodeo performer married to a 
woman who is a professional gambler, attacks a fellow prisoner in order 
to return to the general prison population when all her other efforts to 
be removed from the addictions treatment unit fail. Deb loathes what 
she regards as the psychobabble of prison groups and, like some of the 
women in our study, regards her socioeconomic and interpersonal cir-
cumstances as far more instrumental in events leading to her incarcera-
tion than her individual flaws and choices.

Dakota’s and Itzel’s unique experiences of incarceration and prepa-
rations for release are the focus of the second chapter, in which they 
have occasion to interact with Denise, KelliAnn, Lexi, and the less fre-
quently featured characters DeeDee, Skylar, Alaine, and Maggie. De-
nise is Dakota’s kitchen coworker and cellmate, who also committed a 
money crime; their relationship reflects the bonds that many incarcer-
ated women make on the basis of perceived similarities. In the case of 
Dakota and Denise, this similarity is their shared belief that they are 
inherently good, hard- working, and fundamentally different from their 
incarcerated peers who have experienced lifelong struggles with poverty, 
addiction, and related social problems. We see this condescension ex-
pressed by Dakota and Denise as they watch their less privileged prison 
peers DeeDee, Skylar, and Alaine playing cards while talking about what 
Dakota and Denise see as the product of unrealistic plans and disjointed 
thinking. These prison hierarchies and distinctions women prisoners 
make among themselves are also evident as KelliAnn attempts to es-
tablish respect among her peers due to her greater knowledge of cor-
rectional facilities in the Denver area, the only metropolitan area for 
hundreds of miles in the Rocky Mountain region. Itzel, who is from a 
family intergenerationally involved in the justice system, ignores and 
dismisses these efforts as naïve affinities for “street life” expressed by a 
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young woman from an affluent family. Lexi, like Itzel, isolates herself 
from women she views as coddled and emotionally weak and in the free 
world prefers a transient existence; as with some women we interviewed, 
long- term relationships and staying in one place feel like another kind 
of prison to Lexi. We see this in Lexi’s barely disguised disdain for both 
Maggie, who placidly waits to be released to her family, and the kindly 
correctional officer who attempts to express hopes for Lexi’s success in 
the free world.

The lifelong interpersonal and structural violence experienced by 
Janea, Itzel, and Tammi feature in the third chapter, which also dis-
cusses how such violence manifests in the lives of secondary and less- 
featured characters. Johanna, who was a reservation drug and alcohol 
counselor prior to her incarceration, is a mentor to Angela and Taylar, 
teaching them about Battered Woman Syndrome and the cycle of vio-
lence prevalent in the lives of many currently and formerly incarcerated 
women. Janea’s informally organized group of intimate- partner- violence 
survivors demonstrates how survivors of abuse support one another in 
the absence of prison classes or programming related to such violence. 
Emma, Sadie, Grace, Alaina, and Adalynn gather to discuss the abu-
sive relationships in which they lived prior to their incarceration and, 
in so doing, begin to come to terms with the long- term impacts of this 
violence on their lives. Gennessa, Lorna, and Alliana likewise represent 
a range of circumstances surrounding currently and formerly incarcer-
ated women’s custody arrangements and their attitudes toward them at 
a critical juncture when women are preparing for release into the com-
munity and the imminent prospect of a free- world life that may or may 
not involve family reunification.

The experiences of Dakota, Nedrah, and Tammi following their re-
lease from prison are detailed in the fourth chapter, where their strug-
gles in attempting to establish new lives for themselves bring them into 
contact with secondary and less- featured composite characters. The pa-
role officers tasked with the respective oversight of the three women are 
composites derived from interviews Susan conducted at all twenty- five 
Wyoming probation and parole offices in 2017. Nedrah’s friends from her 
free- world Narcotics Anonymous group— Jenna, Leanne, and Randi— 
evince a range of attitudes and beliefs toward everyday prison life as 
expressed to us by women following their release from prison.
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The women’s diverse experiences coalesce around an architecture of 
gendered violence particular to their rural communities yet reflective 
of issues faced, albeit in context- specific ways, by virtually all of the ap-
proximately 1.3 million women under U.S. correctional supervision (U.S. 
Department of Justice 2016a: 19), 113,495 of whom reside in state prisons 
(U.S. Department of Justice 2015b: 3). Writing from and about a state 
most Americans know only as “the Wild West,” we mobilize the fraught 
symbolic weight of the American frontier as a means to articulate the 
widespread family, community, and national damage wrought by mass 
incarceration. The American frontier’s symbolism tightly binds historical 
events and ideals in the dominant cultural mythos: rugged individualism, 
seemingly endless vistas of possibility, the violence of genocide directed 
at Native Americans, and environmentally induced hardships. We con-
sciously return to this quintessentially American symbol at a historical 
moment when an ever- expanding criminal justice system, continued 
disappearance of full- time, stable jobs that pay working people a living 
wage, and evisceration of community, healthcare, and social benefits 
function in tandem to compound rural people’s political invisibility on 
the national stage, despite the results of the 2016 presidential election.23

Chapter Overview and Structure of the Book

Each of the four social problems that comprise the architecture of gen-
dered violence— addiction and compromised mental health, poverty, 
fraught relationships, and felony- related discrimination— is the focus of 
a chapter in the book.

Chapter 1, “Hitting Rock Bottom,” argues that the criminalization and 
medicalization of substance abuse, addiction, and other mental health 
issues work both with limited, far- away, or nonexistent treatment op-
tions and with gendered rural social control mechanisms to further stig-
matize women’s substance abuse and discourage help seeking for mental 
health problems. Addressing the addiction and mental health trajecto-
ries that led a significant number of women to prison elucidates how, for 
some women, incarceration offered their first real opportunity to receive 
therapeutic treatment for substance abuse and mental health issues. This 
chapter details the socioconceptual organization of available addictions 
treatment within and outside the prison, with particular attention to 

Dewey_2p.indd   42 3/18/19   2:16 PM



Introduction | 43

how the women maneuver within contexts that seek to align therapeutic 
treatment with punitive practice.

Chapter 2, “A Productive Member of Society,” contends that most 
currently and formerly incarcerated women find themselves juggling 
competing narratives as they reconcile the realities of their lives with 
a prevailing moral- cultural ethos that denies the structural violence of 
rural poverty, sexism, and felony- related discrimination. Illustrating 
the types of training, education, and work the women complete before, 
during, and after their respective prison sentences illuminates the eco-
nomic need, lack of social supports, and, for some women, interpersonal 
and other forms of chaos that precariously balance the rickety stage on 
which they enact their everyday lives. This chapter narrates how the 
women describe their attempts, successes, and failures at meeting their 
individually valued ways of working, living, and finding meaning in the 
world.

Chapter 3, “Violence Has Flow,” analyzes how the women’s family and 
other socioeconomic structures reflect rural patriarchy and discourage 
women in abusive relationships from seeking help. Many women were 
victims of interpersonal violence in their families of origin and, later 
on, with intimate partners and children, some of whom they also per-
petrated violence against in various forms. This chapter discusses how 
women situate their understandings of these violent dynamics within 
the physically harsh, rural terrain in which they lived before prison, and 
to which they generally plan to return. It also explores the relationship- 
related perspectival shifts some women experienced during incarcera-
tion, including the symbolic weight with which a number of women 
described mothering as a lifeline to the future.

Chapter 4, “On the Radar,” engages with the gendered cultural mean-
ings associated with a felony conviction in rural areas where male- 
dominated resource- extraction industries offer women few options for 
economic self- sufficiency and judgmental small towns leave women feel-
ing trapped and unable to begin a new life after incarceration. Exploring 
the various forms of state, community, and interpersonal surveillance 
women experience during and after their incarceration emphasizes how 
women actively manage prison’s complex social worlds before transi-
tioning to less intense, but still salient, forms of social scrutiny after their 
release.

Dewey_2p.indd   43 3/18/19   2:16 PM



44 | Introduction

The conclusion highlights the big- picture insights and contributions 
of the project. Foremost among these is the architecture of gendered 
violence, with its focus on the negative consequences of criminalizing/
medicalizing addiction and mental health issues, poverty within a domi-
nant cultural ethos that denies inequality, violence against women, and 
socioeconomic structures that exclude women from work. It then offers 
evidence- based alternatives to the architecture of gendered violence, in-
cluding the need to assist currently and formerly incarcerated women 
with building the kind of community and systems of mutual support 
that many rural people pride themselves on fostering.

Dewey_2p.indd   44 3/18/19   2:16 PM


