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1en in Prisc

A conversation between Chris Ryder-Tchaikovsky and Jill Box-Grainger

Tili: How was the idea for Women in Prison born?

Chris: Six months ago I heard that yet another woman had died
in Halloway. I didn’t know who it was, I was working on the
Violence Against Women working narty at the GLC Womens
Committes and, quickly without thinking, J thought it would be
a good idea for both Jslington Womens Committec and the GLC
Womens Committec to write to the Governor of Holloway to

. ask her for a visit. I thought better of that beeause if they
zot a visit it would be the normal visit: they'd only sec what
they wanted them to sve. Valeric Wise, Chair of the Womens

-@ommittee, and Hilary Crowhurst, the head of the Womens

¥ ommittee Support Unit asked for a report on prisons and what
the problems were as I saw them — which [ prepared. They
then started talking about the need for a campaign group ané |
thought we should start a referral, rescarch and campaign group
specifically for women In prson, beecause they seemed 5o
under-represented and so under-helped.

So it started from the GLC Womens Commitree ina way ? And
how did you draw other people in?

Ttjust happened, really. Other women were interosted. [ came by,
calling on women working in the field, for instance Alcoholics
Recovery Project (ARP) and the English Collective of Prostitutes
(ECP); through contacts and academics, Victoria Greenwood
and Fiona Mclean! were particularly helpful, and other women
generally interested in the prison issue. Not only through the
campaigring ficld but also through the academic ficld I came to
hear of other pecople and it sort of cscalated. We're not a big
group, There's only six of us and there are three ex-prisoners
and threc non-exprisoners and that's the balance that we want
to kecp, We don’t ever want more non-cxprisoners than ex-

_ ptisonets, | think that's important, If it was possible we'd like to
have it all ex-prisoners buat [ think it's also quite a good thing to

J‘ve the balance. Lennie Specr 1 came *» through contact with

iends at Holloway; through Lennie I came to Bernie who I

found was making the programme?; and there are other ex-con
fricnds of minc that ['ve spoken with -- one of them wha's
coming here this moming,?

So the six women are rhe actual working core?

Well, so far there’s really a working core of four hecause Bernie
has been involved with a programme for community groups but
we'te hoping that we can draw Bernic in later — well, T think
she’s been drawn in already!-Mainly its been s couple of non-
exprisoner women and myself. But of course we haven’t. got a
bean yet. We got 4 £50 donation which was great and that was
A start. What we’ve done is to get campaign leaflets, headed
paper which is important if we're going 10 try and raise funds.
Angd when we hesr shout the grant® we can open our office, our
referral cenire and drop-in centre and we should get gaing
properly.

Da you envisuge WP, being an entirely all women group?

O, absolutely — no question sbout it, Unless we need a Manage-
ment Comumittee, which T hope we don’t, But if we don't get
the GLC grant we've gol 1o think about fund-raising, think
about charitable status, which we don’t want, But then we
might be approaching men with the understanding that they arc
completely silent, amorphous prople who are only there far the
i“‘""ngc of being there, I approached Longlard hut ['d rather it

28 21l women and hopefully Harriet Harman zod Jo Richardson
could hecome our people,

For those people for whom it's not automatically obvious why
W.IP. should be women only, why do you rhink its practically
important that if should be s0? ] know it's a drag but in this
case it won't be entirely apparent ta some readers of the
Abolitionist, Sorry/

$peaking personally, I can’t work with men. It's a5 simple as
that. T can't work with male, delicate egos. I believe that
women relate in a very different way to woren, and | believe
they relate in a very different way if men are even present. 59_
that's one reason. The other reason] think that there arc specific
disparities between men and women in prison, and women have
hoen overlooked. Support from men? [t's a personal thing, |
just prefer working with women. The women | knowl prct‘cx_
working with wonten and I think a women only working environ-
ment is the best working environment. T actually get very irritatzd
with men knocking separatism. If men don't understand why we
want to be separatist there's something wrong with the men. I
mean, for hundreds of years they’ve had their own separatc
groups which have been closed to women, Now women just fesl
the same way. We want our space and we want to relate to gach
other without men present, becavse of the differences they

bring to the group,

So what do vou think this means for your relationships with
o ther groups in the field of penal réform, particularly WIP's
relationship with PROFP?

I was very pleased to meet with Geoff Coggan at PROF, who
made it very clear that it was long averdue thal there wasa
women prisoners’ group. There were also other things which
impressed me — because a thing that docs worry me js internecine
campetilion and fights between groups — small groups working
in the field. It scems actually counler-productive if you dan’t
get on — and the thing that impressed me about PROP js that
they have openad all their resources to us and. have suggesled
lots of ways of getting information that they’ve got and have
been very helpful. But that’s how it should be, They should
leave us alone to work in our field, give us what help they can
but not expect to work alongside with us — as we don't expect.
to work alongside with them. It’s also important for the women
in prison that they know that it’s just wemen on the outside
working for them, and of course it's important that it is largely
ex-prisoners that are bringing their experience of prison back Lo
do something about it. Because one of the things with prisoners,
it’s constantly said — the mythology that prisoners don't gi:{c a
damn for each other or give a damp for anything — and we're
the living proof that that’s not true, ., . in the reform field and
the campaigning ficld women just have been completely over-
looked and so if any men feel that we're cutting them out at
this stage, well, it was up to them. To go back to PROP, they
produced & hook un deaths in prison, ] went ta see PROP

1. Fiona Mclean is the General Services Officer of the GLC Women's

Commitree.

2, Bernie Shannon has just completed making a programme on the

AS Unit ar Hollaway Prisan for the BBC Community Access
TOgrImme.

3. Chris, 2 friend of Chrir Ryder's arrived Iater ta join the discussion.

4, W.LP. have applied to the GLC Women's Commitice far 8 prant

far & refesral, research and drop-in centye for their organisation. See

Iater in thir article,

iqi\a(%wﬂ Coggan and Martin Walker, [rightened for my Life, Fonana,
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same {wo yewrs 220 and ibey completely overlooked e worien
wha had died in prison. Well, the invisibility of women s seme-
thing ve're all very aware of and something § balicve Lhal we
can only change through werking 48 wamen ourselvos,

nal Whisi,

Howld voeu gee WIF A supparing FPROP c=

Yes. there's a lal of unrose the boavd jsstics, The actual prison
condilions, the actoal sentencing patterns, (although women, as
we knaw, are sentenced 1o longer sentences and more often than
men ) are that women get bail less often than men. Amain, hocause
af the stereotypical notion of wamen that they are the home-
makets — a prerequisite for boil, there’s the stable home-maker --
she is in the dock (the stable homemaker) and obvisusly she
hasn't gol a stable home, 50 she can't get hail. That sorl of
anomaly is thrown up. Yes, of course we would campaign along-
5ide TROP on prison issucs but we don’t want to take up specific
campaigns. 1 think that's important to say, The main thrust of

" our campaign is to free prisons from the direct control of the
Home Office and we don’t want to be fudged from that, We
want to open prisons up.

Su in developing policy, thot policy® develaped rhrough
consultation amongst the core six or did you ger seme ideas
and feed that back our to peaple in the GLC Women's
Committee, efc?

When I camic out of prison in 1974 1 thought these were the
issues then. Then after more discussions, for example, the
ambiguity of calling for standard medical services rather {han
, celling for it to come under the NHS was something of a
misteke on our part. Bul [ think with discussions with Victoria
Greenwood and amongs! oursclves. For cxa mple, when [ met
with Longford — for the sake af a cardboard, amorphous
figure for our management committee — he hrought up the
fact that life prisoncrs don't have s time, because there's no
chronology on their sentence (hacanse thuy're given ‘life”), so -
they don'i have a specific time when their sentence can be
reviewed. Obvionsty, I didnt knaw about that hefare, so
that’s pow gone intu our campaizn leaflel. T dida’t know
that FARE? and ARP were campaigning for detoxification
centres but not for drunkeapess offenders to be removed
rom the Criminal Tustics fet, That's very important and we
covld’ve made a terrible gaffe, So before we ot that
sampaign leaflet together we of course consulted with as
many people es possibls. Bul as it's only as definitive as the
people in the ficld that I've been talking and discussing with.
And if drunkenness offenders — and 1 think this is a very
impartant point — are freed from the suspices of the
Criminal Justice Act that actually means that the policc on
the strect, the onus isn't on them to pick up drunk pcople
which meens that drunks will die on the street. So we have
to keep them within the remit of the Criminal Tustice Act
but advocate detoxification centres, That's now obviously
the campaign. The campaign is all of only three months
old and evervthing is open to discussion and change, We're
not inflexible. We couldn’t be - we wouldn’t want to be,

RACE

Two things about your list of demands. One of rhe main
things I wanled to ask you ebout is that in this leafler the
issue of racism in prisons isn't raised. Is that an nversight,
a deliberare omissian, or are you not sure what policies
shayld be pursued?

When we wrote that leaflet we had no figures, We didn't know
how many ethnje minority women are in prison. We now
know that 34% of prisoners in Holloway are ethnic minority
women and something over 40% across the country, Now
those figures haven't been verificd and I also worry ahout
divisions — particularly in the women's movement. I also
worry very much about fragmentation which is that women
are united as, T belicve, because we are a gender class -- which
is something that I've been arguing at the GLC Women's
Committee for a long time, That we are a gender class and
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campaighing for:

1, Alternatives {0 custofial seutences,
7. Fuli soeuemiebility of Boidish podstne.

I Svepennins of the Dfficiel Ssorety Act sestisetions on
the British nenal system,

4. Abolition of censorship.

5. Non-discriminatory sentencing practices for women.

6. Medical services for prisoners brought under the centrol
of the National Heaith Scrvice,

7. Improved child-care facilities in prisons,
8. Frequent visits for families in suitable surroundings.
9. Improved living conditions for women in prison.

10. A mandatory income entitlement to meet the basic
needs of women prisoners. ¢ :

1. Dismantling of the punitive disciplinary structure
and an increase in welfare, eflucational and training
schemes in prisons.

12. Introduction of cxternal recruitment and a review of
the existing methods of recruitment and training of
prisen discipline staff.

13, Unrestricted access to the Board of Visitors to include
representatives from community and women's
organisations; unrestricted access-for the Board to all
penal establishrents.

14. Replacement of the parole system with the intro-
duction of half remission on all sentences.

15, Non.discretionary right to call witnesses snd full
lege] wepresentation for women at Visiting (internai)
Court procoedings,

16, Wamen, after serving seven years of a life seniencs,
to have access to » sentence review panel.

17. Alternatives to the processing of drunkenness
offenders through the criminal fostics system.

I8, Access to Home Office information on internal
enquiries regarding the desths and mistreatment of
women in prison, "
14, Preparation of a case against violations of human
rights within the British penal system.

&

that we are discriminated against because of our gender. And
U'm very worzied of the divide and rule tactics of all govers-
ments and all ideologies as well. That vou are more discrimin-
ated agrinst if you ars a black woman, that you are more

- discriminated against if you are a leshian, and you are mare

discriminated sgainst, end I believe most disctiminated
against, if you are a woman with a disability.

To tale the specific group and .cempaign sTound that specific
group — I have doubts about, And so you can say, I suppose,
that it’s a deliberate oversight, I also think that to look at
tscial minoritics, as T say, within gender whelcs, i a very

. difficult guestion end I want to give it 5 lot more thought.

So that’s the rcason, The counter-productivity of women
dividing themselves up into feminist women, non-feminist
women, black women, Zionist women, Pelestinian women.

[ actually think that we're not learning anything if we do
that. As Woolf said, s women we have no country, and then

We go on and get in the women'’s liberation newsletter endiess

arguments and rows about patriarchal power groupings in
the world, T believe they're nothing to do with women. So
what I should say is that women should unitc as one gender,
women should Jock at it and perceive it as one gender. But
1 may need to think that through,

6. Sce the demands of the WP campaign above.

7. Federution of Alcoholic Rehabilitatinn Estatlishments.
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WOMEN ONLY MEET AT HHOLLOWAY PRISON. PARKHURST ROAD, LONDON N7, from 6.00 to
- 00pm on the FIRST DAY OF EVERY MONTH. PLEASE COME AND SHOW GUR SOLIDARITY WITH

THE WOMEN TN HOLLOWAY,

['d like to ask about the demand regarding she 'non discrimin-
arory sentencing priteiples for women'. The reason why I

ask vou about it s thar on one of the prisons programmes
thar came up recently’ @ woman was inrerviewed who said thar
spme women ORly gor two years instead of 5ix years because
rhe Judge said it was basicelly because she was a woman. She
said [the interviewee] that some feminist groups were
demanding equal sentences, I wanted ro know if that's whai
rhis demand in your leaffet means?

Again, it’s very difficult. Because we wouldn't say that wemen
should have equal sentences with men hecause we don't
believe that women should be getting anything like the
appalling sentences they're getting. It's a hit like the children

in prison issue, It’s very tricky and needs lots of debate [ think.

We can't really be calling for equal sentencing because we
don’t really believe in sentencing, At the same time, women
_are discriminated against, [t's like all comparisons are odious,

Qu can't actually compare men and women as ['ve said, at

¢ bottom of the bucket with each other and sy that this

is worse because of that, So I hope that 2lthough 1 am
personally separatist I'm not separatist to the extent that
I would say men have to he given more sentences or women
have to be given less scatences to bring them into line with
men. 1 think that's invidious, { think that’s rubhish, But again,
it needs more debate. As T said, that campaigning leaflet was
brought together in less than s couple of months and | would
like it to he produced and T would like discussion sround it if
??ssgble. Of course, we couid go wrong, We're completely
fallibie.

So whar you mean by non-discriminatory sentencing is not
that sentences should be upped to the equivalent of men (1
where they fall below for reasons of gender - rather, whai
you're frying ro do is to stop women being rreared worse?

Yes that's right, Again, it's very difficult. It's like the children
in prisen issue — it’s very difficult to get a conclusion because
you're actually within the framework and lonking for
altcrpatives to custody, You're actually saying that within
that framework we would advocate something else relating
to sentences, So you're in that framework but within that
{‘u’re_anftua.lly advocating other things. I actually find that
@ry difficult by bringing that leaflet together — really
diffieult. Specific discrimination, for cxample, when women
are remanded in custody for medical reports beeause women
must bz ‘disturbed’ if they commit crimes; whercas for men,
criminality is ‘normal’ behaviour, This cleurly is discrimin-
ation on grounds of gender and doesn’t involve us in the more
thorny issue of seniences - that sort of thing . ..

I 'want 1o ask you abour the furure of Women in Prison and
one of the thingy was whether one of your demands for -
alternarives ro custody for women would involve you acrually
practically serting up projects in the furure?

Well, at this stage besause we're so small and because that's
koo much to even think nbhonut, it's just campaigning. But it’s
mere than that. It hinges as well on the referral centre which
i # referral and drop-in centre for women coming from prison
end borstal but mainly and alse — and I think most
importantly {and I think PROP has actually achieved this) —
is te link up with whawis going on in prisons now. [ think
that’s an important thing and that's why we're visiting prisons
and getting into prisons and we'd like to gel our leaflets into
Frisons — only net yet. But the drap-in centre in practical
terms. although we're non-reformist — and T think that’s very
important to say, hecause, a8 T said tu you earier and I'l) sav
it again, we're not poing to put sticking plasters over anything
the Home Office does and certainly not with Home Office
maney cither - it women came fTorm prison ta the drop-in
cenlin that will apen vp the shannels betwaen Lhe oulsgs

and the inside - that js absolulely crucial, The campaigns, a5
T see ir, begin with Harriet Harman or/and Jo Richardson
having yuestions tabled jn the House, which ] know NACRO
do already but very specific questions, particularly on the
deaths of women in prisons. To hopefully get the referral
centre as near to Helioway as we ¢an so we can oversce that
prison and so that we can be there and be seen to he there
and oversee them. Mainly the campaign is to got prisons away
from the Home Secretary. How best to do that, T don’t know.
Take the Home Secretary to the European Coutt, through
publicity, through people understanding what it means to
have 2utonomous states within boroughs, and what total
control by the Home Office actually means to people's

lives. That sort of cducation programme, knowledge
programine so that pcople realise how wrong that in 1983
over 45,000 pcople are subjected to control in every detail
of their lives. That’s where it will start — opening the office
and getting the referral/drop-in centre. That's why we've heen
meeting with women in housing, women in ARP, women in
Rights of Women (ROW), women in ECP, for legal, housing,
sovial security advice, At least it will be somcwhere for
women to come to when they’re releascd end to have a cup
of coffec with ex-cons sitting there to welcome (hem

back out — because it’s always such a rotten time and there’s
nothing there, There'll be 2 place for them to come to: that's
of course why we wanted twe women workers, because we
want to keep it going from the releasc time in the morning
right through and hopefuily get a tcam of women — if
anybodyv’s interested in this — to actuslly meet women
coming from prison to meet them as they come outf. A very
diffienlt joh beecause you'd have to build up an actual
network - bul it’s something we’d really like to do.

Lastly, one of the big moves ar the moment is for unyone who
gets involved with offenders in some way is to also provide

a campaigning lobby or some practical tupport on behalf of
vietims as well, Although the British Crime Survey® suggested
that women aren'r as frequent vierims of crime as is often
made out, but there's also all the hidden victimisarion.'0 Is a
‘concern’ for victims, particularly victims of crime, to be any
part of your work ?

Well, there is the Vietim Support Schemes. There's also other
supportive groups Like Prisoners Wives and Families and
Prisoner Wives. And the term victims, I feel very strongly that
the victims are the people in prison as well, Of course there
are victims from their crimes and there are peaple on the
outside who will empathise and identify with these people via
Victim Support Schemes, We want to talk about the women
who have died in prison and have becn the real victims.
They've been murdered by prison, The term victim is
ambiguous. [ mean, who's the victim? Written on the wall of
Hollowsy at the moment is ‘Prisan is Lhe Crime’ which |
think is true. Uve been saying zll along o contextualise crime
- not justify hut Lo contextualise crime — and my experience
of prisans and prisoners is that almost all are the victims, It's
as simple a3 that und there arc other sehemes for victims of
erime. And incidentally, we don't like the word ‘offender’.

1 don't know whe created or who maede it hut it has shifted
the whole onus onto people offending against others and 1
would suggest that a lot of people in prison, the vast majority,
have been offended against, nat oftended. So we want the
term dropped. We certainly shall never use il , ., .,
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H. WIP have applied to the GLC Wamens Conunittes o fund two
workers [ur {heir proposed redsrral and deop-in cenire,

9. The British Crime Survey is a study ol victimisatinm in nghind and
Wales. (IMSO, 19383,

[0 THiddes victimisution' such as 'wile Tattering which is invatiably
net treated as o oriminal nel,
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