
FACTSHEET

Black Women & Girls, 
Gender-Based Violence, and Pathways 
to Criminalization & Incarceration

Gender-based violence impacts an astonishing number of Black women.
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What is gender-
based violence?
Gender-based violence is 
“any form of violence against 
an individual based on 
biological sex, gender identity 
or expression, or perceived 
adherence to socially-defined 
expectations of what it means 
to be man or woman, boy or 
girl. This includes physical, 
sexual, and psychological 
abuse; threats; coercion; 
arbitrary deprivation of liberty; 
and economic deprivation, 
whether occurring in public 
or private life. Gender-based 
violence is rooted in gender-
related power differences.”1 

More than 2 in 5  
Black women

have experienced rape, 
physical violence, and/
or stalking by an intimate 
partner in their lifetime.2 

Approximately 1 in 5  
Black women

have experienced rape at 
some point in their lives.3 

2x more likely to be fatally shot by an intimate partner than 
white women.4 

BLACK WOMEN ARE

3x more likely to be shot and killed by an intimate partner 
than are white women in the same age group.5 

BLACK WOMEN between 18 and 34 ARE

In school and out of school, Black girls report higher rates of sexual 
harassment than any other group.6 

of Black girls report having been 
“touched, grabbed, or pinched in a 
sexual way” by someone in school.7 

of Black girls report someone in 
school pulling at their clothing in 
a sexual way.8 

of Black girls report being forced 
to kiss someone.9 

28%50%67%
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Gender-based violence creates pathways to criminalization and 
incarceration for Black women and girls, which perpetuates cycles of abuse 
and victimization.

The strategies that Black women and girls take to 
survive are often criminalized, creating an abuse-
to-incarceration pipeline that overwhelmingly 
targets Black women and girls.

•	 Black women are criminalized and incarcerated 
for “failing to protect” their children from 
their abuser.10 

•	 Black girls are criminalized for their responses 
to abuse or trauma including running away, 
substance use, and truancy.11 

•	 Black women are criminalized & incarcerated 
for defending themselves against their 
abusers.12 

Experiences of abuse do not end with 
incarceration. Women’s loss of bodily autonomy 
while in prison—from strip searches to being 
under constant surveillance—echoes their 
experiences of harm in their homes and 
communities. Black women and girls are also 
subjected to gender-based violence while 
incarcerated.

Women who have been incarcerated are 
significantly more likely to report experiencing 
victimization across their lifespan, in comparison 
to women without incarceration histories.13

Among women in jails

SURVIVAL IS

CRIMINALIZED

86%
77%

Among women in prison, between 

70% and 80%

Among girls involved in the legal system,

84%

Black women are incarcerated at nearly 

2x

3x
Black girls are

6.9% of women in prison reported 
sexual victimization by other 
women.14 

of women in prison reported 
staff sexual misconduct.152.3%

of girls in the juvenile legal 
system were sexually victimized 
by either another youth or staff 
member in the facility.16

6.9%

have experienced sexual 
violence.17

have experienced partner 
violence.18 

44% of women in jail are Black.19

have experienced violence from intimate 
partners.20

the rate of white women.21

have survived some form of 
family violence or abuse prior 
to confinement.22

as likely as their white peers to be 
incarcerated.23

67% of women sent to prison in NYS 
in 2005 for killing someone close to 
them were abused by the victim of 
their crime.24
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Erica Sheppard’s Story

Erica Sheppard is a 49-year-old Black woman who has been sentenced to death in Texas. But long 
before she was incarcerated, Erica Sheppard experienced repeated victimization and abuse. Like 
many incarcerated Black women, she is a survivor of child abuse, intimate partner violence, and 
sexual assault. And like so many incarcerated Black women, her calls for help were ignored, and the 
systems that were created to keep her safe failed her. One month before the crime for which she was 
sentenced to death, she called the police for help after her partner repeatedly beat her, held a gun to 
her face, and threatened to kill her. The police did nothing. Then, she was coerced into participating 
in a robbery by a man who killed a woman in the process.

Despite experiencing a lifetime of trauma and harm, the prosecutor argued that Erica deserved 
the death penalty. The jury that sentenced Erica to death was never informed of the past traumas 
she endured. Erica is now physically disabled, and her death sentence, with its isolation and lack 
of adequate care, has continued to perpetuate the trauma and harm that she spent so much of her 
childhood and teenage years struggling with. 

Erica has now been on death row for 27 years—more than half of her entire life. Our partners at the 
Cornell Center on the Death Penalty Worldwide are working alongside her attorney to get her clemency.

Pieper Lewis’ Story

Pieper Lewis is 17-year-old Black girl who, at 15, escaped her 37-year-old abuser by killing him. Her 
story unfortunately echoes the stories of many other Black girls and women who have been caught in 
cycles of abuse, victimization, criminalization, and re-victimization. 

To escape an unstable, abusive home life, Pieper ran away from home three times within three 
months. Without a place to stay, she was taken in by various people who abused her. Her last abuser 
raped her multiple times and trafficked her, sometimes at knifepoint, to other men for sex. 

Reflecting on the act of killing her abuser, Pieper said, “My intentions that day were not to just to 
go out and take somebody’s life. In my mind I felt that I wasn’t safe and I felt that I was in danger, 
which resulted in the acts.”25

The state of Iowa, where Pieper lives, does not have so-called safe harbor laws that give trafficking 
victims at least some level of criminal immunity, which means that instead of acknowledging 
Pieper’s experiences of abuse and sex trafficking and treating her as a victim/survivor, Pieper was 
criminalized. Not only was she sentenced to five years of closely supervised probation—and up to 
20 years in prison if she violates any part of that probation—she was also ordered to pay $150,000 
restitution to her abuser’s family.

While being held in juvenile detention prior to sentencing, Pieper said, “My spirit has been burned, 
but still glows through the flames...Hear me roar, see me glow, and watch me grow. I am a 
survivor.”26

True experiences of how gender-based violence creates pathways 
to criminalization and incarceration for Black women & girls
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Organizations Working to End the Criminalization of Survival

Survived & Punished is a prison abolition organization. They believe that 
prisons, detention centers, all forms of law enforcement, and punitive 
prosecution are rooted in systems of violence, including racial, anti-trans/
queer, sexual, and domestic violence. Their work specifically focuses on 
criminalized survivors to raise awareness about the integrated relationship 
between systems of punishment and the pervasiveness of gender violence. 
They aim to initiate mass defense projects that will free all survivors, which 
would require the abolition of prisons and other systems of punishment.

The Survivors Justice Project fights for decarceration through the 
New York Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act (DVSJA). The 
DVSJA takes a broad view of domestic violence as more than just 
intimate partner abuse and allows relief for survivors convicted 
of a range of offenses, including felonies categorized as violent. It 
allows judges to sentence survivors to shorter prison terms and, 

in some cases, community-based alternative-to-incarceration programs, and provides survivors 
currently in prison the opportunity to apply for resentencing. Passage of this pioneering legislation 
was led by criminalized survivors.

https://survivedandpunished.org/
https://www.sjpny.org/
https://www.sjpny.org/
https://survivedandpunished.org/

