Introduction to Julie Bilotta’s Story
Sheila Wildeman

ulie Bilotta’s contribution to this special volume is a straightforward

denunciation of prison-based inhumanity and institutionalized misogyny.
I write to show solidarity with her and to alert the reader to some of the
ways her story exposes intersectional injustice while enlivening feminist-
abolitionist prison resistance. I write, too, to challenge my own and others’
thinking about whether or how law (litigation, law reform) might contribute
to that resistance.

In her essay, Julie offers an intimate glimpse of prisons as sites of
reproductive injustice. As this special volume attests, incarceration in
Canada and elsewhere produces systematic gendered harms, including
lack of access to contraception, abortion and other reproductive health
care; coerced sterilization; infant apprehension; and repeated and sustained
rupturing of family relationships (Paynter et al., 2022; Evans, 2021). While
there is a dearth of disaggregated data, the demographics of incarceration
and patterns of securitization within prisons suggest that in Canada these
harms fall disproportionately on Indigenous and Black women (Wortley,
2021). Julie describes actions and inaction of jail staff in response to her
experience of labour and childbirth that illustrate just how radically the
paramilitary ethos of prisons and jails alienates those in authority from
their humanity and substitutes punishing logics of risk and securitization.
In Julie’s case this produced world-destroying pain, grief, and rage. It also
opened new possibilities for feminist solidarity and advocacy.

I first met Julie in 2015, in K’jipuktuk / Halifax. Martha Paynter had
invited her to speak at the Persons Day Breakfast hosted by the Halifax
Branch of the Women’s Legal Education and Action Fund and two other
events. At one of these, Emma Halpern (Executive Director of Elizabeth
Fry Society of Mainland Nova Scotia) and I introduced Julie. We took the
opportunity to comment on conditions in local prisons and jails, including
recent placements of pregnant women in solitary confinement, contrary
to international standards (UN, 2011). We linked the institutional cruelty
Julie had experienced to wider forces of colonialist, racist, ableist and
heteropatriarchal oppression, seeking to bring home the point that the ill-
treatment she had experienced was not an exception but rather a clarifying
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expression of a carceral norm — the prisoner’s body and in particular her
reproductive capacities used as a vehicle for demonstrating dominance.

Not long after Julie came forward, other women, including Bianca Mercer
of Halifax, shared similar experiences (Foote, 2017; Rahr, 2017; Wakefield,
2018). Their stories help surface an insidious logic of Canada’s criminal
justice and correctional systems whereby women’s reproductive and parenting
capabilities are harnessed and redeployed in furtherance of punishment and
the deepening of social inequality (Paynter et al., 2022; Carter Ramirez et
al., 2020). As Angela Davis describes, this is the central function of prisons:
reproducing dominance while invisibilizing (through an individualizing,
moralizing ethic) the mechanisms of that reproduction (Davis, 2003).

Julie is a special person — passionate, unique. Yet aspects of her life
are common among criminalized and imprisoned women. This is true,
for instance, of her struggles with substance use (Hotton Mahony et al.,
2017). That she was pregnant while in jail also reflects demographic trends
(Kouyoumdjian et al., 2016; Liauw et al., 2016). The strict pre-trial release
conditions precipitating her incarceration in the final stages of her pregnancy,
conditions that made her a prisoner in others’ homes while introducing new
frictions into her relationships, are also common to women under court
control and surveillance. We know very well that these conditions set
people up to fail, and disproportionately burden the marginalized, including
Black and Indigenous women (Wortley, 2021; Canadian Civil Liberties and
Education Trust, 2014).

Julie’s relationship with Gionni’s Mohawk father Dakota Garlow
brought her experience of jailhouse pregnancy and childbirth directly into
contact with Canada’s colonialist legacies. Subsequent actions of child
protection authorities further entrenched those legacies. As Julie describes,
child protection authorities took Gionni from her while she was living at the
Elizabeth Fry house in Ottawa — an apprehension for which she suggests
no clear reasons were given. She adds that authorities failed to meet their
obligation to prioritize placement with family and/or in the appropriate
Indigenous community (Ontario, 1990). All this tracks the dislocation and
cultural destruction long marking child welfare involvement in the lives
of marginalized families and in particular the lives of Indigenous children
(Kozlowski et al., 2012).

Also important to the work of connecting Julie’s singular experience
to patterns of intersectional injustice is the fact that her story of coming



72 Journal of Prisoners on Prisons, Volume 31(2), 2022

into conflict with the law begins on the territory of the Kanyen’keha:ka/
Mohawk people, known as Akwesasne. This contested space extending
along the Canada-US border includes territory leased by the Mohawks to
the Crown for use by Loyalist and European settlers and never returned.
While a 2018 settlement appeared to resolve the matter of compensation,
this has been contested by community members who regard the referendum-
based settlement endorsement as unfair (Deer, 2019). Akwesasne has also
long been marked by intensive surveillance in light of settler laws both
incentivizing and criminalizing cross-border smuggling of tobacco, drugs,
and weapons (Blackwell, 2010). Julie’s getting in on the quest for fast money
said to flow freely along the border is one piece of a bigger puzzle in which
colonialism, along with lack of investment in non-criminalized traditional
and other local economies, plays a central part. The resulting prominence of
the illicit economy makes vulnerable residents, both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, susceptible to recruitment as expendable candidates for drug
transport (Lawrence and Williams, 2006; Russell and Miller, 2017).

Feminist-abolitionist analysis requires us to attend to these complexities
in Julie’s story: the many determinants and expressions of reproductive
injustice. It requires us to connect the dots between colonialism,
criminalization, incarceration, and deprivation of the minimal supports
required to sustain individuals, families, and communities. It calls on
differently positioned social justice advocates to come together (as when
Martha invited Julie to visit Nova Scotia) to imagine and enact alternatives
to incarceration while resisting new forms of carceral control. Above all,
if we want to stop the gendered and sexed cruelty Julie describes, we
must be led by those like her who have survived that cruelty and by the
memory of those who have not — like Gionni Lee Garlow, born into prison
a social justice warrior. By building solidarity around these experiences
and linking them to population-wide patterns of doing and suffering,
dominance, and subordination, we might finally begin to wean society off
prisons with their toxic foundations in fear, blame, and perpetuation of
undeserved privilege and start following through on our responsibilities
to support each other’s flourishing.

What if any role does law (litigation, law reform) have in this? These
reflections on Julie’s experience signal how deeply law is implicated in
the intersectional injustices dealt out to her and others, with the prison
serving as law’s most obvious mechanism of colonialist, racist, ableist
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and heteropatriarchal domination. Yet Julie’s story also raises the question
of whether or how law might respond — not simply by singling out
individual staff for misconduct-related proceedings, but by establishing
broader institutional and state responsibilities to redress the institutional
and social-structural determinants of systemic and endemic, misogynistic
violence. While individual civil actions brought by prisoners against prison
authorities have not had a strong record of success (Iftene et al., 2014), Julie
brought a lawsuit against Ontario which settled. This is one possible route
to incentivizing system reform. Still, despite vague stirrings at the level of
policy on meeting community standards of reproductive health care, there
has been little to no concrete change. A 2017 independent review of Ontario
corrections concluded: “In most institutions there are few if any targeted
services and programs for pregnant women or those who have recently
given birth”. In 2018, before it was ousted by Doug Ford’s Progressive
Conservatives, Ontario’s Liberal government passed a correctional reform
bill which would have banned solitary confinement of pregnant people;
however, that law has not been brought into force.

The question is whether or how legal advocacy can support feminist-
abolitionist resistance and avoid redirecting it into system-legitimizing
channels. There is a danger — and given the more-of-the-same aftermath of
Canada’s solitary confinement litigation, one may speculate it is a likelihood
— that even radical-seeming litigation may end up promoting system-
legitimation and carceral expansion. However, as Debra Parkes suggests,
we can start down the path of feminist-abolitionist legal strategies by
naming the wrongs we wish to challenge as forms of intersectional injustice.
For instance, we may use Canada’s Charter-based equality right to frame
reproductive injustice in prisons as state action and inaction infringing
prisoners’ reproductive security and autonomy and thereby perpetuating
systemic oppression on multiple intersecting grounds. In Julie’s case, the
discriminatory denial of pain medication and other reproductive health
interventions that she experienced may also be characterized as torture
or cruel and unusual treatment. Further, given the Mohawk heritage of
Gionni’s father, the institutional violence Julie describes may be specifically
denounced as participating in the ongoing carceral genocide perpetrated by
Canada against Indigenous peoples.

The first step is to listen to the voices of experience, Julie’s and others.
Then it is down to each of us to think hard about what it means to enact,
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in our own lives and spheres of influence, a commitment to reproductive
justice and the imperative of “never again”.
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