
 
 
 
December 1, 2016 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 

It is with the greatest pleasure that I recommend Michelle Jones for your graduate 
program. As a scholar who has come to know Michelle Jones’s work, and who has had the 
opportunity to comment on one of her papers for a panel at the annual meeting of the Association 
of American Historians, I am extremely enthusiastic about Michelle getting her PhD. I am 
confident that she will write a most important dissertation. 
  

Michelle Jones is currently incarcerated at the Indiana Prison for Women and she, as well 
as some of the other women living there, have written quite extraordinary research papers for the 
classes they have taken on the inside with historians from Indiana University. These women have 
immersed themselves in the secondary literature on their topics with a keen and critical eye and 
then, once they were able to get access to primary materials, each wrote a detailed paper that 
upended a great deal that we have assumed about the lives of incarcerated women in various 
periods of Indiana’s history. To a one these women’s papers reframed our understanding of 
critical moments and issues in the past. 
 

In fact, Michelle’s Jones has done an extraordinary amount of research under some of the 
most repressive conditions imaginable, and yet she has insisted on learning from, and speaking 
to, scholars and the public on the outside even when it has meant suffering more repression on 
the inside. A recent example of this is that she gave an interview to NPR about her work and, as 
a result, experienced some serious disciplinary repercussions from prison officials. I mention this 
not to offer any excuses for the work she is submitting for consideration to join your graduate 
program. Indeed, her work is first rate and I believe shows more insight, a better grasp of 
historiographical debates, and better research skills, than most who apply to graduate school 
every year. I mention this because it suggests that Michelle’s work is enriched by a unique and 
valuable knowledge of her historical subject and this means that she will contribute something 
truly valuable to broader work currently being done by scholars on gender and containment in 
America. 
 

As Michelle puts it, she is interested in “excavating the voice of the subaltern in 
American History” and in deconstructing crucially important matters of sexual, gender, and 
epistemic violence that, together “actively suppress, derail and silence the subaltern.” By 
focusing on something that she understands so well—women and women’s prisons as spaces of 
containment—she hopes to bring a wholly different set of voices and perspectives into the 
existing literature on gender and violence and carcerality than currently exist. She seeks to offer 
a critique of women’s prison history in terms of how race, sex, and gender intersect with 
criminality in ways that few have done or perhaps could do.   
 




