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PICTURING FREEDOM

USING PHOTOVOICE TO REPRESENT BLACK WOMEN’S 
EXPERIENCES AFTER INCARCERATION

BY SUSILA 
GURUSAMI
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PICTURING FREEDOM
BY SUSILA 
GURUSAMI

I
N MY DISSERTATION PROJECT, 

I explore the use of Photovoice, 

a participatory-action method, 

as a way for theoretical and 

empirical engagement with the 

reentry experiences of formerly 

incarcerated Black women. Specifically, 

I point to three benefits from my 

preliminary research that articulate 

the value of using Photovoice in social 

science and humanities research: 1) 

The representation of spaces outside 

of researcher access; 2) Creating 

meaningful partnerships between 

researchers and marginalized 

communities; 3) Envisioning the 

future. All the photos you see here 

are ones produced by the women 

in my sample and they all provided 

permission for the inclusion of their 

pictures.

My dissertation project investigates 

how formerly incarcerated Black 

women—who are disproportionally 

represented among formerly 

incarcerated women—navigate the 

process of reentry into society. 

Specifically, this project links women’s 

racialized experiences of reentering 

society to the spatial configuration 

of Los Angeles. In doing so, this work 

provides critical insights into the way 

state policies and resources directed 

at reentry could be improved, 

particularly given the structural 

challenges posed by the landscape 

of Los Angeles. I explore three 

dimensions of how Black women’s 

experiences with reentry are shaped 

by the sprawling expanse of the 

city and poor public transportation: 

relationships ties, labor challenges, 

and continued control by the carceral 

state. 

My dissertation uses a qualitative 

mixed-methods approach, although 

I focus on participatory action 

methods in this paper. My field site 

is New Beginnings, a nationally-

renowned comprehensive women’s 

reentry organization that provides 

housing in South Central Los Angeles 

for formerly incarcerated women and 

their children, case management, and 

rehabilitation services. Women are 

housed in one of their four reentry 

homes and also receive assistance 

with legal services. 

In the first part of the project, 

I will use qualitative methods to 

investigate the lives and circumstances 

of the women at New Beginnings. 

I conduct 80 in-depth interviews 

with two groups of people: two-

thirds with formerly incarcerated 

women at New Beginnings, and 

the remaining one-third with New 

Beginnings staff members and 

ancillary professionals, such as parole 

officers, law enforcement, and judges. 

All interviews will be audio recorded, 

fully transcribed, and analyzed for 

patterns using qualitative coding 

software. Second, I conduct extensive 

participant observations as an intern 

with New Beginnings, through 

which I have collected 15 out of 18 

months of data about interactions, 

policies, and materials produced by 

the organization, and the legal and 

funding conditions with which the 

organization interacts. 

PHOTOVOICE:  
MECHANICS OF 
THE METHOD
I use the participatory-action method 

“Photovoice” to motivate interviews 

with the formerly incarcerated 

women. In this method, participants 

take photos to present a visual 

representation of their experiences. 

Because it is not a commonly utilized 

methodology in sociology and does 

not provide enough substantive data 

to answer my research questions 

on its own, I pair Photovoice with 

in-depth interviews and fieldwork. 

Photovoice is particularly useful 

< The women pictured 
in the photos on page 16 
captured their experiences 
travelling to and while at 
work. These are spaces 
that I do not have access 
to, but ones that are very 
important to their day-to-
day experiences.
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The woman pictured in these photos 
was one of  my first interviews. She 
explicitly told me that my interview 
guide was “useless” and that her 
pictures told the real story. From that 
point forward, it became clear to me 
that allowing the photos to guide the 
interviews elicited more productive 
and colorful narratives.
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for centralizing the experiences of 

marginalized subjects; the subjects 

produce photos as primary data 

source that are generated from 

their own perspectives, and thus 

takes seriously that marginalized 

people and communities can be 

“expert” producers of knowledge. 

Such strategies minimize researchers 

imposing their own value systems, 

which are often rooted in positions of 

comparative privilege, on the realities 

of other groups. Additionally, this 

method does not require literacy as 

a prerequisite for participation; some 

of the formerly incarcerated women 

struggle with literacy skills, and this 

method allows them to provide a 

self-generated visual and metaphorical 

window into their experiences (Wang 

and Burris 1997). I provide cameras 

to all of the formerly incarcerated 

women who agree to participate. As 

incentive for the interviews, I provide 

the women with personalized and 

printed photo albums from Snapfish.

com using funding from a 2013 UCLA 

IAC Bunche Center grant.

I currently have nine moderately 

priced point-and-shoot digital 

cameras available for this project; 

purchased new, the camera costs 

range from approximately $100-200 

each. Six of the cameras are used 

and were donated by people in my 

personal networks. Professor Sarah 

Haley used her research budget to 

fund three additional cameras and 

memory cards. I purchased the other 

six memory cards personally. All of 

the cameras are at least 5 megapixels 

to ensure that the image quality is 

sufficient for printing and publication.

REPRESENTATION 
OF SPACES 
OUTSIDE OF 
RESEARCHER 
ACCESS
I provided the participants in this 

study with cameras and asked them 

to take between 30 and 50 photos 

that represented anything they felt 

was important to their lives or 

experiences. Each of the women 

kept the cameras between one week 

and one month, depending on their 

preference and when we were able to 

arrange an interview time. The range 

of experiences represented across 

the photos include commutes to 

work, experiences in the classroom, 

dentist appointments, and visits with 

family members. Some of the photos 

represent daily experiences, while 

others reflect an effort by some 

women to pursue and capture special 

moments because they had the 

camera with them.

While I use ethnography to 

better understand the day-to-day 

experiences of the women at my 

fieldsite, standard human limitations 

(such as lack of a time machine or 

teleporter) make it impossible for 

me to go with each of the women to 

all of their daily activities. Their use 

of cameras in their day-to-day lives 

complement my own observations 

to provide a more cohesive picture 

of what the New Beginnings’ women 

experience in their everyday lives (see 

photos on page 16).

CREATING 
MEANINGFUL 
PARTNERSHIPS 
BETWEEN 
RESEARCHERS 
AND 
MARGINALIZED 
COMMUNITIES
The use of traditional qualitative 

methods, such as interviews and 

participant observation, reproduces 

the researchers’ perspectives of a 

another group’s social experience 

(Sandstrom and Opsal 2013). 
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Despite efforts to be reflexive, my 

positionality undoubtedly colors my 

data from my worldview; I, like many 

other sociologists, study a population 

that generally has lesser social capital, 

financial resources, education, and 

are of a different racial background 

than myself, and this influences the 

types of observations I make (Rios 

2011). Using data that is produced 

by the participants represents an 

intervention in addressing researcher 

bias, and therein is the strength of 

coupling traditional qualitative data 

with participatory-action methods. 

These photos challenge stereotypes of  formerly 
incarcerated Black women as bad mothers and uninvolved 
in the work force . The image in the center of  a poignent 
moment of  reunion between two formerly incarcerated 
women who are now married also complicates racialized 
and heteronormative narratives of  love and commitment.
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Utilizing Photovoice quite literally 

reproduces the participants’ world 

as they see and understand it. This 

presents an exciting possibility to 

extend previous methodological 

boundaries of sociology, and 

furthermore, creates a precedent in 

sociological research for rethinking 

the way that data and knowledge is 

produced. 

Intersectionality scholar Patricia 

Hill Collins (2000, 2012) argues 

that Black feminism should engage 

marginalized communities not just 

as subjects of knowledge, but also 

as expert producers of knowledge. 

The use of participatory-action 

methods like Photovoice is a step 

towards more equitable knowledge-

production in the academy. By 

working with the participants to 

produce data on their experiences, 

the participants are able to exercise 

greater agency in the research 

process. The inclusion of Photovoice 

bolsters my data and analysis since 

it offers a visual representation of 

how the participants understand 

their social world. Furthermore, it 

provides participants with the agency 

to narrate their experiences on 

their own terms; they are able to 

choose the narrative they present to 

me in the context of their research. 

Allowing participants to choose how 

they are represented in research is 

an important step to preserving the 

integrity of communities that feminist 

researchers choose to investigate.

At the time of the interviews, I 

would ask for an explanation of the 

photos and ask follow-up questions 

as I felt they were pertinent. This 

process allowed the women to guide 

the interview because they were able 

to self-narrative meaningful pieces of 

their lives that they wanted to share. 

While interviews alone can produce 

powerful accounts of people’s lives, 

the women featured in this project 

guide the direction of the interviews 

because the narratives are directed 

by the photos that they believe best 

represent their experience. This 

also created space for the women 

to share when they felt that my 

interview questions were not useful 

for contextualizing their experiences 

(see photos on page 18). 

ENVISIONING  
THE FUTURE
Many of the women used the 

Photovoice opportunity to capture 

pictorial representations of their 

professional, academic, and personal 

goals in the context of what freedom 

from incarceration meant to them. 

At this time, I have completed nine 

interviews with formerly incarcerated 

women and have an additional four 

women who currently have cameras 

and have scheduled future interview 

dates. Of these fifteen women, nine 

have specifically scheduled their 

interview dates around a special 

event, such as a conference or dinner, 

seeing family members, or dental 

procedures; two of the women even 

reflected during their interviews that 

they reunited with family they had not 

seen in years because they wanted to 

include photos of those people in the 

Snapfish Photobooks that I provided 

as incentives for participation.

While I would not argue that 

using Photovoice drastically changes 

the life outcomes of the women in 

this study, all of the women in the 

study thus far spoke about at least 

half, if not most, of their photos as 

symbolic of the progress they have 

made since their incarceration and 

a representation of hopes for their 

futures. For some of the women, 

building their photo library appeared 

to be a conscious act of envisioning 

a more concrete future with distinct 

goals, such as completing a course or 

aspirations to work in a particular 

location or industry. Sometimes, the 

women use Photovoice to mark their 

achievements, such as buying a car. I 

would argue that these preliminary 

findings make a case for Photovoice 

as not only a way for participants to 
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exercise their agency in research and 

to resist stereotypes of incarcerated 

women, and especially Black women, 

as bad mothers or women, but also as 

a strategy of creating or celebrating 

goals (see photos on page 20). 

This preliminary discussion of 

Photovoice in my project raises 

three potential benefits of this 

methodology for my dissertation, but 

it is by no means a comprehensive 

discussion of how or why social 

science and humanities research 

might incorporate participatory-

action as a normative dimension 

of methodological practice. I have 

pointed to three potential benefits 

of using Photovoice as they have 

been raised in my preliminary 

research: representing spaces that 

are otherwise obscured through 

traditional methods, creating 

meaningful partnerships between 

researchers and marginalized 

communities, and envisioning the 

future. I also argue that Photovoice 

is producing stronger empirical and 

theoretical directions for my broader 

research question on the ways that 

Black women experience reentry in 

Los Angeles. I imagine this paper as a 

tool for sparking further discussion 

among feminist research communities 

about strategies of integrating 

participatory-action methods 

as matter of liberatory feminist 

theorizing and praxis.

Susila Gurusami is a Ph.D. student 
in the Department of Sociology at 
UCLA. She received the CSW Constance 
Coiner Graduate Fellowship in 2013. Her 
dissertation project explores the ways that 
women with precarious legal claims to 
mothering–such as non-biological kinship 
status and incarceration history–negotiate 
their rights to motherhood. She is incredibly 
grateful to the undergraduates she has 
worked with in Sociology and the Intergroup 
Relations Program. Their engagement with 
social justice and knowledge-building is her 

daily source of motivation. Gurusami aims 
to integrate this spirit of co-learning into her 
dissertation through the use of participatory 
action methods in tandem with traditional 
qualitative approaches, and she hopes the 
work generated by the participants for her 
dissertation will provide community-produced 
materials for mobilization against the Prison-
Industrial Complex.
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