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Women 

 

 
 
We met Kathy Boudin when she came to Bogotá for the Women in Prison conference organized by 
the Vance Center. In her opening speech, she told us what she thought of incarceration, about her 
achievements, and about the work she has been doing since her release from prison. It was a 
wonderful surprise to meet such a strong and brave woman, someone with such courage, and above 
all, someone so committed to defending incarcerated women and fighting for their right to reconnect 
with their children.  
 
Kathy knew what it means to be a mother behind bars—she endured separation from her 14-month-
old son when she was sentenced to 22 years in prison in the United States. This experience led her, 
when she was still behind bars, to coauthor The Foster Care Handbook for Incarcerated Parents, 
published by Bedford Hills in 1993, and to coedit the volume Parenting from Inside/Out: Voices of 
Mothers in Prison, published jointly by correctional institutions and by the Osborne Foundation. She 
also authored academic articles such as “Lessons from a Mother's Program in Prison: A Psychosocial 
Approach Supports Women and Their Children.”  
 
Kathy Boudin was the first woman to earn a master's degree while incarcerated. During her time in 
prison, she advocated for restorative justice and published numerous articles in the Harvard 
Educational Review and other journals, including on participatory education in the struggle against 
HIV in prisons. After she was released from jail in 2003, she continued to fight for those still locked 
up. Among her many accomplishments we wish to highlight the “Coming Home” program that 
coordinates medical care for people getting out of prison in partnership with the Spencer Cox Center 
for Health in Mt. Sinai/St. Luke’s hospital in Morningside Heights.  
 



Kathy dreamt up the “Beyond the Bars” 
conference series, to which we were 
honored to be invited. Each year, these 
conferences bring together former 
prisoners, family members, activists, 
organizers, and human rights defenders 
from across the world to confront and 
analyze prison issues. Kathy focused her 
efforts on the causes of incarceration and 
the damage it does to people and their 
families, and she worked to develop 
strategies to transform the criminal justice 
and prison system that exists today.  
 
In 2020 she shared with us how happy she was that her son, Chesa Boudin, had been elected San 
Francisco District Attorney. She told us how he wanted to bring change to the prison system, how he 
would reevaluate unjust punishments and prison sentences for people who have committed 
nonviolent crimes.  
 
In 2019, she joined us as a panelist at the first regional workshop for formerly incarcerated women 
across the Americas, titled “Women Resisting, Bringing Down Bars,” that was organized by 
Corporación Humanas Colombia, Mujeres Libres, and the Washington Office on Latin America 
(WOLA). Her comments reflected on the importance of restorative justice approaches that refuse the 
paradigm of punishment. Kathy always wanted to learn more about lived experiences of 
incarceration, and so, when she was here in Bogotá, she went with us to visit a woman who could tell 
her about prison in Colombia. She didn’t care about the long journey across the city, the difficult 
traffic, the rickety stairs we had to climb, or the unpaved streets. All she cared about what getting to 
the house where she could meet Pilar* and get closer to understanding her story and her life. Meeting 
and speaking directly with impacted women is what made her happy.  

 
With Kathy we learned about prison 
abolition and the importance of 
transforming structures of mass 
incarceration, of replacing them with a 
different system of justice. 
Furthermore, Kathy taught us about 
the importance of everyday language: 
Kathy struggled to eliminate the words 
“inmate,” “convict,” and “ex-con” 
from our vocabulary. These are 
disrespectful terms that label people 
them as if they were things, stripping 
them of their humanity.  
 

 
We mourn the passing of this incredible activist, friend, and companion. We hold her teachings and 
her love in our hearts as we continue the struggle to construct a less punitive world for women 
everywhere. 
 
*To preserve the privacy of the woman we visited, we’ve changed her name. 


