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the penitentiary had its most enthusiastic reception in the United
States. After 1815 dozens of American states, counties, and mu-
nicipalities Tonstructed penitentiarvlike institutions. American
advocates of prison reform, men like Louis Dwight, Matthew
Carey, and John Griscom, elaborated the penitentiary ideal into
two competing_models. One, the Pennsylvania system, used by
Quakers in Philadelphia since the turn of the century _jsolated each
mmﬁ»wmmce, both dav and
night. Lett alone, except when the Bible was read to him, the pris-
oner might repent his crimes and even achieve religious conver-
sion. The alternative Auburn plan, named for the congregate-style
prison that op@gﬂ_m::%.-Ncw York, in 1817, introduced a
variation of the silent system. After 1825 Auburn’s inmates, though
isolated in separate cells at night, worked together duxing ihe day

1n silence under an elaboratesystemn of regimentatign.and sucyeil-
mg thelackstep, striped uniforms, and extensive
_EEILo_r_a_l_mmj;hm. Less concerned with spiritual redemption,
the Auburn system attempted to remold inmates through “prison.
disciplipe."*

Historians have speculated widely about the rise of the peniten-
tiary, its appeal to nineteenth-century Europeans and Americans,
and its effect on both prisoners and the society as a whole. One set
of scholars has debated the motivations of the middle- to upper-
class men who founded American institutions for the “deviant and
dependent.” Gerald Grob has emphasized the humanitariag.im-

ulses of the institutional founders, while David Rothman has
insisted that the reformers were responding to fears of social dis-
order and acting from their need for social control.> Other writ-
“sTs have assessed thé penitenilary within the context of the
nineteenth-century capitalist political economy. As the wage-labor
system enlarged the dependent, unproductive classes, Michael
Katz has explained, transients and criminals had_to be reiraiged
as Eroductive laboreTs. The tactorylike penal institutions served
this purpose.® Transcending questions of individual motivation
and economic function, French historian Michel Foucault has ap-
proached the penitentiary as an expression of the “political anat-
omy.” According to Foucault, the distinguishing feature of the peni-

tentiary—surveillance, or__discipline—reproduced the power

mechanism Ol the larger social body, the "csisciplinary society” of
"EEe nincteentn Egﬁiﬁ’

hether the isolation apd regimentation of the penitentiary was

intended toJconvert, control, or retratn]prisoners, the institution
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ultimately failed to achieve its founders’ goals. Most writers agree
that Erisons, like other nineteenth-century asylums, deteriorated
Wns. They then provided a
convenlent storage system for individuals who were no longer de-
fined as members of the body politic.

This approach meshed well with the new perception of crimi-
nals. No longer seen as individual sinners who remained integral
members of the community, those who committed crimes now ac-
quired new identities as members of a separate criminal subcul-

ture. The “dangerous class” of anonvmous.vagrants. thieves. and

prostitutes who were increasingly noticed on European and Amer-
ican city streets after 1815 were seen as a threat to properiv and
public order.? Since the traditional community sanctions of publig

umiliation, excommunication, or banishment were ineffectjve in

> AT 0
w& bile, heferogeneaus—urban’ society_new forms of control
TOTVET that neluded prafessiOnal anlioatoress nd pution. sut-

SRS

—_Jems. Arrest.and incarceration helped to seal the identities of

criminals and segregate them further from the society.

Although historians of prison reform have concentrated largely
on male criminals and reformers, women also entered the new
penal institutions as inmates and eventually as keepers. Some Eu-
ropean reformers expected women to serve in the penitentiary,’
but Americans rarely mentioned female prisoners as a special
group. In fact, very few women served in the earliest American
prisons, and women were not at first considered a significant part
of America's dangerous classes.

The initial infrequency of women'’s incarceration can be ex-
plained by their different historical relationship to institutions of
social control. As several historians have noted, imprisonment de-
veloped simultaneously with the growth of “republicanism,” the
extension of political liberties and economic rights to men.!® The
pggls;}wmse privileges was the denial of political
and economic liberties through imprisonment. Women, however,

=T TeWeET Tiberties to abuse. Because their Place in the republican

society remained in the home, they had less opportunity to com-

mit crimes. More importantly, wom?}wdi-
tional controls of ilx.and church longer than didmen. Because
omen's behavior was more closely regulated by these private.in:

stitutions, they were less likel become. the sibiects of new pub-

Tic agencies of punishment, at least for the reasons that men were.

nly after certain categories of female crime emerged within a
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sexual ideology of female ily were more women punished in
—jais and prisons.

Although the fragmentary evidence left by prison reformers and
state officials does not reveal how often women committed crimes,
it does show the limited use of imprisonment for women up to
1840 and the types of crimes for which women were convicted. In
four state penitentiaries observed by Gustave de Beaumont and

Alexis de Tocqueville in 1831, ag average afgnlx.ong in twelve pris-
oners was femalg, ranging from one jin_ninclecndndlaw York to
one 1n six in Marvland.! In 1850 women constituted only 3.6 per-
cent of the total inmates in thirty-four state and county prisons.

med the Thighest proportion. of
women, 5.6 percent; the Massachusetts state prison, on the other
hand, held no women because women convic to
local institutions. In 1850 women represented 19.5 percent of the

~Thmates of the Massachusetts county jails and houses of correc-
tion.”?

The small number of women in sta jsons as opposed to local
jails \\@EW—-LMMWWS of crimes for which
men and women were convicted. Of the three major categories of

‘¢rimes—against person, property, and public order—only the last
included a significant number of women. In New York state, for
instance, men's convictions outnumbered women's by fifteen to
one in the Courts of Record, which tried person and property
crimes. In the Courts of Special Session, however, which tried
drunkenness, vagrancy, streetwalking, and petty larceny, the ratio
of male to female convictions narrowed to five to one for county
courts and four to one for city courts'? (see table 1). When con-

victed for saurdesemanslaughter, arson, or burglary, women did
SShVeih.peritentiarjes. The most frequent women's crimes, how-

ever—the petty street crimes and those governed by moral and
sexual codes—usually led to jail terms.

American officials and foreign observers commented on the
small number of women convicted of “serious” crimes in the
United States. New York Secretary of State John Dix noted in 1838
that while in England the ratio of male to female criminals was
five to one, in New York it was sixteen to one, a comparison he
found “very highly in favor of the morals of the female sex in the
State.” Dix also cited Belgian criminologist Adolphe Quetelet’s

theory that the strict sexual division of labor in America, which
kept women closer to the home than in Europe, provided fewer
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opportunities for female crime.”* Another New York secretary of
State elaborated on the lower incidence of female crime when he
reported in 1842 that women accounted for only 1/114th of the
state’s criminal convictions, even though they constituted almost
half of the population. “This is a very remarkable disproportion,”
Secretary Samuel Young noted, “which may be accounted for
partly by the reluctance to prosecute females, partlv by their dp-
mestic Tife and Rabits, leaving them less ¢ g them less exposed to temptation,
~=End partly by the unavoidable inference that they are superior to
YRR Tn MOorar nonesty. '
~WHhatever protection from temptation or prosecution women en-
joyed soon proved to be temporary, for the criminal statistics be-
gan to reveal a startling trend. New York and Massachusetts rec-
ords show that after 1840 women joined the ranks of the criminal
class in America, though in smaller numbers and for different
crimes than men. In New York courts, convictions of women in-
creased between 1847 and 1860 at a much higher rate than that of
men's convictions (appendix A). Consequently, the ratio of male to
female crime fe!l from over six to one in 1840 to under two to one

in 1860 (table 1). The ratio gradually rose at the end of the century

TABLE 1. New York Sex-Crime Ratios, 183392 (Males: 1 Female)

Courts of Courts of Special Sum of All
Record Sessions Criminal Courts
County City

183337 n.a. n.a. n.a. 6.02
1838-42 14.14 6.40 4.01 6.40
1843~-47 13.89 5.79 3.83 5.90
184852 17.80 6.76 3.92 3.46
1853-57 14.85 4.50 1.70 2.01
1858-62 941 3.04 1.69 1.94
1863-67 11.62 4.14 1.56 2.32
1868-72 15.71 497 1.90 2.89
1873-77 16.78 4.54 2.27 . 2.99
1878-82 20.00 5.88 2.51 3.27
1883-87 n.a. n.a. n.a. 385
1888-92 21.00 8.06 0.27 421

Average 15.52 5.40 2.37 3.77

Source: New York Secretary of State, Convictions for Criminal Offenses, 1830-1899.

Note: The figures from which the ratios are derived represent male convictions per
100,000 adult males/female convictions per 100,000 adult females.
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but it never returned to the earlier extreme disparity. Imprison-
ment rates in Massachusetts revealed a similar trend. Shortly
after 1840 the incidence of incarceration rose for both sexes, but
after 1860 the female rate continued to climb despite a drop in the
total rate. The ratio of all women committed to Massachusetts
jails (per 100,000 women in the state) increased from under 300 in
the 1840s to over 400 in the 1860s. The proportion of women
among the total commitments to jails and houses of correction
rose in Massachusetts from 20 percent in 1842 to a high of 37.2
percent in 1864.1¢
The most dramatic increase in women's criminal convictions
and imprisonments occurred during the 1860s. In New York City,
Buffalo, Boston, and Detroit, female crime rates soared during the
Civil War years. During this period the temale populations of Mas-
““sachusetts and New York prisons increased by a third while the
number of male prisoners declined by almost half. As the warden
of the Eastern State Penitentiary in Pennsylvania noted, “while
the number of male prisoners has been diminished by the civil war
now raging, the number of female prisoners has been increased.”?
In addition to the relative shift attributable to men’s absence
during wartime, the 1860s witnessed an independent rise in crimi-
m of women. The traditional offenses agaj lic
order accounted for part of this trend, with a probable increase in
the visibility of prostitution during the wa e factor. But con-
tempmsgg%;rs_c;ﬁssea Thore alarm over the frequency of
women's serious crimes. In New York the number of women con-
victed for crimes against the person more than tripled between
the 1850s and 1860s, although comparable male convictions de-

clined. Women's conviction rates for crimes against property also
rose during the 1860s—ten times as last as men’s.”® Some com-
mentators blamed women'’s increasing practice of abortion for the
rise_in crimgs against the person, aitﬁougﬁ stricter statutes and
enforcement may have bech

The convxct1on‘a1'1a"'l‘r'i‘1'T)'l'"TSTJ'T)'EEa':‘?‘t_%'iP women resulted from
many of the social changes that fostered a general increase in Eu-

ropean and American crime rates between 1815 and 1860. Move-
ment from rural to urban areas, or across the Atlantic, as well as

the gradual transformation from a family to a market economy,
disrupted the lives of migrant, immigrant, and working-class men
and women. A egﬁm_ggty)fggmmwor
the traditional mﬁ%MW@ty

Many led economically marginal and geographically mobile lives.
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Especially in the rapidly growing cities, they came into conflict
with new agents of social control, such as urban police forces and
moral reformers. Not serious crimes against person or property,
but unlawful personal behavior—drunkenness, idle and disorderly
conduct, and vagrancy—brought the majority of criminals of both
sexes into courts and prisons.

Women's crimes, however, had additional economic and sexual
origins. The limited opportunities foT Wage earning and the lower
salaries paid working women placed them in the most marginal
economic position in the society. Prostitution provided a tempo-
rary source of income for poor women throughout the century. At
times of stress, as when the Civil War removed male wage earners
from many families, women may have had greater need to resort
to crimes, whether theft or prostitution.? Equally important,
though, was the sexual definition of women's offenses. A subcate-
gory of public order offenses, sometimes called crimes against
chastity or decency, applied almo lusively to_woinen. Al-
though Taws against sexual misconduct had regu%ted both women
and men in colonial America, a stricter code of female morality in
the nineteenth century led to the overrepresentation of women in
this category of crimes. A wide range of behavior, including lewd
and lascivious carriage, stubbornnes: stubbornness, idle and dlsorderl con-

=fuict, drunkenness, and vagrancy, as vagrancy, as well as fornication ang aau]-
Tery, brought women, more often than men, Into conllict with Jaw

entorcers.

Arrest, conviction, or imprisonment for offenses against chas-
tity, decency, or public order carried a unique penalty for the
nineteenth-century female criminal—the label of _fallen.waman.’
In the past a woman convicted of even a sexual offense might re-
pent, accept her punishment, and return to society?’ Now, how-
ever, a new moral standard helped create a permanent category of
female criminals. No longer the perpetrator of a single immoral
act, those who crossed the boundary of chastity gained a lifetime
identity as a “fallen woman.”

A nineteenth-century fallen woman experienced a greater stigma
than did contemporary male criminals or than had women crimi-
nals in the past. Many women and men refused to associate with
or employ even a suspected fallen woman. Thus outcast, the first
offender often entered a vicious cycle which led her directly into
the criminal class, often asa prosutute as case hlstones 1llustrate

the mistress of a man who later abandoned her. * The poor woman
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had sinned away her right to return to her friends at home—men
despised her—decenit women here could not speak to her! She had
recourse to the Lethe of our Christian age, and after a series of
miseries was found . . . in the Tombs."22

The penitentiary had not been designed with the fallen woman
in mind. Yet female inmates who carried this special stigma did
enter state and local penal institutions in antebellum America.
Their increasing numbers and their special status posed unique
problems for both prisons and reformers. ‘

The Treatment of the Fallen Woman

The women who served in penal institutions between 1820 and
1870 were not subject to the prison reform experfenged by male
inmates. Officials employed isolation, silence, and hard labor to
rehabilitate male prisoners. The lack of accommodations for fe-
male inmates made isolation and silence impossible for them, and
productive labor was not considered an important part of their
routine. The neglect of female prisoners, however, was rarely be-
nevolent. Rather, a pattern of overcrowding, harsh treatment, and
sexual ab ut prison histories.”

e Auburn, New York, penitentiary combined most of these
features. In the 1820s the prison had no separate cells designated
for th hirty women who served there at any one iime,

;@;_o_f__t‘lﬁgn_{gmtences of up to lourteen years.
gether, unattended, in a one roormmyo-\% sealed to pre-
vent com n with Tnen. the fernal were over-
~<crowded. immobilized, and neglected Although they escaped the
isolation and regimentation imposed on male inmates, their quar-
ters, as a member of the Board of Inspection reported in 1832, pre-
sented “a specimen of the most disgusting and appalling features
of the old system of prison management at the worst period of its
history.*
In 1826, despite the attempt to keep women segregated, prisoner
Rachel Welch be ant while servm a umsbment sen-

tence in a solitary cell. As aresult o T,
m . A grand jury investigating the flogging
—seemed unconcerned about her pregnancy or the condition of

other women at Auburn. The public scandal, however, may have
M@Mﬁﬂmw in 1828 Eauiring county_prisons

to separate female inmates. In 1832 Auburn hired a ma-
tron for the women'’s quarters.?
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Neither public attention nor the presence of a female guard al-
leviated the plight of Auburn’s women. Both overcrowding and
disinterest in women's rehabilitation continued to bring harsh
treatment. As English visitor Harriet Martineau observed after
touring Auburn in 1838:

The arrangements for the women were extremely bad. . . . There was an
engine in sight which made me doubt the evidence of my own eyes:
stocks, of a terrible construction; a chair, with a fastening for the head
and all the limbs....The [warden] liked it no better than we. He
pleaded that it was the only means of keeping his refractory prisoners
quiet with only one room to put them in.

Little wonder that the prison chaplain once proclaimed of Au-
burn: “To be a male convict in this prison would be quite tolerable;
but to be a female i any protracted period, would be
worse t death.”? '

In jails, prisons, and penitentiaries established throughout the
East and Midwest, the difficulty of housing and supervising
women prisoners in institutions that had not been designed for
them produced wretched conditions. In 1838 the New York City
Tombs had only forty-two cells to hold up to seventy women in-
mates, while in the Albany, New York, jail, “fifteen females were in
one room with bed, so far as they had beds, on the floor”2 In
Michigan in the 1850s, ten women—three of them pregnant—were
confined in two small, poorly ventilated rooms, where only male
keepers entered. An 1859 newspaper account described an over-
crowded Mlchlgan prison ward as “hot and putrid.” The inmates,

., it reported, dwell as ln Pandemomum 29, Although almost every

jon llleglgmggg births by [emale .

prisoners,* in one state, Indiaga, the sexual exploitation of in-
mates was overt and systeqgatic. A corrupt administration at the
Ind

1ana state prison operated a Erostitutign service for male

guards, using the forced la 31 The Illinois

state penitentiary opened a separate women's building'during the
1860s, but in 1870 the twenty-two female inmates were removed
to the fifth floor of the warden's house. They remained in this so-
called Chicken Coop for the rest of their sentences, sitting all day

in rows of chairs, mending the male prisoners’ stockings. A war-
den later described™Thelr annual outing: "They were allowed a

hohday strol ‘lg,mgyard—-—to the accomgammen t of the wmgges
all(l ¢l w prls-
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Although the women'’s quarters of nineteenth-century penal in-
stitutions contrasted markedly with prison reformers’ ideals of or-
der, discipline, and silence, only rarely did male officials address
the problem of women prisoners. When they did, little came of it.
In 1828 New York Governor DeWitt Clinton recommended the es- ~

tablishment of a separate penitentiary for women, but the legis-

lature decided against it because the women’s washing, ironing,
%:&?E’WY 3 Massachusetts Gov--
or mory Washburn in 1854 commissioned a survey of women

in the county jails. Although the report revealed poor physical
conditions, few matrons, and little work for inmates, it recom-
mended only that matrons be hired under the authority of jail
kecpers and that women nursing infants be_transferred 1o the
poorhouse.* A report on whether 10 establish an msututlon “for
“the punishment and reform of abandoned women,” made to the
Connecticut legislature in 1860, resulted in the founding of a home
for delinquent girls, but adult women criminals remained in

ixed jails and prisons.*

Why did male reformers and state officials so neglect the state of
women prisoners at a time when they were occupied with meth-
ods for curing or controlling men’s criminality? One historian of
prisons, W. David Lewis, has suggested a relationship between the
sexual double standard and the treatment of women prisoners.
“Espccially if she had been sexually promiscuous,” he wrote, “the
female convict was a verjilable.pariah” who was viewed with “a
special degree ol aversion and despair” He summarized her treat-
ment in New York prisons as “The Ordeal of the Unredeemable.”
Or, as a nineteenth-century prison official explained: “The opinion
seems to have been entertained that the female convicts were be-
yond the reach of reformations, and it seems to have been regarded
as a sufficient performance of the object of punishment to turn
them loose within the pen of the prison and there leave them to
feed upon and destroy each other."

The statements of other male prison reformers support the view
that the fallen woman was considered bevond hope. They suggest
that the condemnation of women criminals derived in part from
the pressures placed on women to maintain a moralitx superior to
men’s. Francis Lieber, tor example, argued that men’s crime was
more rational” than women'’s, for men were made for an “agitated
life” Because she had denied her own pure nature, the female
criminal was more depraved than her male counterpart. Therefore
the fallen woman, Lieber believed, was more likely to reach the
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depths of sinfulness and commit the most heinous crimes.?” Or, as
the Reverend James B. Finley, the chaplain of the Ohio state peni-
tentiary, wrote in 1851, “No one, without experlencecantell the

obduracy of the female heXPT"WHen hardened and lost in gin.
| o . e : —— a*
o (( . —FTSTEId o sympathy for her plight, however, most men ex-
v pressed oumght hostility to the fallen woman and blamed her for

men'’s crimes as well. Her defiance of the law, they reasoned, had
more serious social consequences than a man’s, for by removing
her influence as a virtuous wife and mother she undoubtedly en-
couraged male criminality. Dr. Lieber pointed to “a worthless
mother who poisons by her corrupt examples the souls of her chil-
dren—or a slothful intemperate wife who disgusts her husband
with her home” as the cause of men’s crimes.3® Another male re-
former lamented: “Worse than outer darkness ensues when the
light of a household has gone out in the one most essential particu-
lar . .. the pure mother’s influence has no equal; for its loss there
is no earthly substitute and for criminal default the world toler-
ates no expiation.”*

Not only by default, but through direct assault the fallen woman
disrupted society when she, like Eve, tempted men to sin. The
Prison Association of New York cited an incident at the Connecti-
cut State Prison to illustrate “the influence of licentiousness on the
production of crime.” A chaplain explained that although born vir-
tuous, when “a woman had once fallen she desired to revenge her-
self not only on her seducer, but on all his sex.” One woman whose
case the association detailed had caused the “downfall” of thirty-
two erstwhile innocent young men.*' Henry Lord warned charity
workers in the 1870s of the young courtesan who “goes forth to
prey upon mankind” and of the “wanton women” who could make
life “dangerous for your sons in their necessary walks and jour-
neys.” %

Although not all officials shared this extreme hostility toward
the fallen woman, the attitudes expressed by these influential men
do help explain the neglect of women in American prisons. They
. also raise an important question for nineteenth-century women'’s .
P history: Why was the fallen woman so feared and despised? Part
= of the answer lies in the dominant sexual ideology of the Victo-
ER --rian era.

: The nineteenth-century sexual system has often been described
in terms of the ideology of the separate sexual spheres. White,
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nnddie-class men and women inhabited sexually differentiated so-
sl spaces with distinct values and manners. The model of the
«lf-made man who was adventuresome, mobile, aggressive, and
~ompetitive predominated in Jacksonian America. These men en-
tered the public spheres of paid labor, the professions, or politics.
\Women, in contrast, were supposed to remain in the home where
they cultivated the virtues of piety, purity, and submissivens
Although this ideology limited Wr in the
Jdamestic sphere, it placed a high cultural value on the tasks they
performed there. Because wmm
wusehold, and maintained spiritual a , men could
mmmm tasks. As men entered the 1mpersonal
world of the marketplace, moreover, they knew they could return
o the domestic sanctuary, where a pure woman waited inside to
refresh them. As novelist James Fenimore Cooper explained, in or-
der to ease, console, and correct her husband's “sordid struggles
with the world,” woman had to be “placed beyond their influ-
cnee”* The idea of women'’s superior morality thus provided a
loundation and justification for.the sexual division of labor.
Interestingly enough, nineteenth-century sexual ideology began
(o suggest that purity came naturally to women, in contrast to
men, who had t3'struggle to control their innate lust. Influential
Victorian authorities argued that women had little or no sensual
appetite and that they submitted

“Te purpc purpose of procreation.® Born innocent, woman had a natural
~cll-control which could counterbalance man’s lust_Eemale.sexual
desire seemed pathological to many medical and moral authori-

tics; unchaste behavior signalled deeg depravity. According to one

popular novelist, “even as woman is supremely virtuous, [she] be-
comes, when once fallen, the vilest of her sex ¢

The impure woman presented a serious threat to a society that
rclied on women's chastity for important symbolic functions.Ee-,

imale purijty, historian Ben Barker-Benfield has argued, up_;held the

__w by channeling men's energies away from sex
and into the economically proaﬂl’l%ﬁe__mh_s}ﬁ@m@g this

period of capital accumulation. ether or not there was a di-

rect relationship between economic change and sexual ideals, the
sucial changes accompanying the early phases of American capi-
talism did influence sexual ideology. Carroll Smith-Rosenberg has
characterized the concentration on sexual purity among Jackso-

nian male reformers as the result of a deep fear of sacial disorder,

for which sexual pollution funciioned asea=central.symbol. The
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and the fallen, a class division, was stronger than the sexual divi-
sion between women and men. Both the ideology of the separate
sexual spheres and women's personal experiences over the course
of the century supported a definition of women as a sexual class,
an identity that contradicted and potentially weakened the purity
boundary. Eventually some women would find the concept of a
common womanhood stronger than the boundary of moral purity.
A few would cross the line and cautiously enter the “gloomy
abode” of women prisoners.



Chapter 2

“The Helping Hand”: The Origins and
Ideas of Women'’s Prison Reform,
1840-1900

Between 1840 and 1900 small groups of women, con-
centrated in New York, Massachusetts, and Indiana, took up the
cause of women prisoners- as their special mission. At first indi-
viduals merely visited penal institutions. Then, gradually, women
formed associations to aid released female prisoners. In the dec-
ades after the Civil War, women prison reformers demanded
greater authority over public institutions that housed women. And
by the end of the century women had joined men as professionals
in the growing field of charities and corrections.

In the course of their encounters with prisoners, middle-class
women found that the fallen were not as depraved as they had
expected. As early as the 1840s some reformers questioned the
condemnation of the fallen woman. By the last quarter of the cen-
tury women had elaborated a new interpretation of female crime
that reversed the earlier view. One reformer’s comment reveals the
change in public opinion that women sought. “Much is said about
the depths to which women may fall,” Rhoda Coffin stated in 1885.
“While we always have claimed that women are equal to men, we
have never yet admitted the point that she was superior to him in
ability to sin or to entangle others."! :

The Origins of Benevolent Reform, 1820—60

Looking back over the women’s prison reform movement at the
end of the century, Susan Barney offered a simplistic but useful
explanation of its origins: “When Elizabeth Fry, in 1815, rapped at
the prison doors in England, she not only summoned the turnkey,
but sounded a call to women in other lands to enter upon a most
Christlike mission.”? Elizabeth Fry did provide both a personal ex-
ample and a set of theories for American women. Although the
movement outgrew her voluntary, benevolent methods by the
1860s, it also fulfilled her vision of women's prison reform. Fry's

22






24 / THEIR SISTERS' KEEPERS

allegedly making prison life too soft. Perhaps it was simply her
loss of status following her husband’s bankruptcy in the late 1820s.
Biographer John Kent suggests that Fry lost influence because she
had exceeded the limitations society placed on her sex.¢

However short-lived her personal involvement, Fry's followers
in England and America benefited from her experience and writ-
ings. Americans learned of Fry’s work in the 1820s both from her
book and from newspaper and travelers’ accounts” Like Fry,
Quaker women in American cities, along with evangelical reform-
ers from other denominations, were beginning to visit penal insti-
tutions to comfort or proselytize inmates.

The American women who followed in Fry’s path had many in-
dividual motives for reaching out to women prisoners. As a group,
however, they did share certain historical experiences as well as
many social characteristics. Of thirty women active in some type
of women's prison reform_in America during the. ninetesnfhicen-
tury, a majority came from middle- and upper-middle-class Prot-
estant families in the norifieastern Uniled Stafes (see table 2). A
isproportionate number belonged to liberal sects; almost a third

~eminigts,’ Indeed, some women fci in all three move=
ments as well as a variety of other reforms, including temperance,
social purity, and pacifism. Abby Hopper Gibbons, Josephine
Shaw Lowell, and Elizabeth Buffum Chace, for instance, were

each raised in antislavery families and each led two or three re-
ormrmovements during her life.

Growing up in such families influenced young daughters’ views
of themselves as women. Since most of their families could afford
to send them to school, many reformers had attended a Female or
Friends’ Academy. At school, as at home, they were exposed to the
ideology of “true womanhood” which was directed especially at
young women of their class. Those who attended all-female insti-
tutions or who later joined women'’s missionary, benevolent, or
antislavery associations experienced the full implications of the
separate sexual spheres. As historian Nancy Cott has shown for
New England women, these educational and religious “sister-
hoods” intensified both female identity and women's sense of their
own mission.?

The work histories of these reformers suggest how they acquired
further skills necessary for the type of prison reform Elizabeth
Fry recommended. Although trained for domestic tasks, their
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TABLE 2. Personal Backgrounds of Women Prison Reformers

Nineteenth Century

Twentieth Century

(n = 20)
% n % n
Place of Birth
Foreign 6.66 ) 11.11 2)
Northeast 76.67 (22) 50.00 9)
Midwest 6.66 2) 33.33 6)
South 10.00 3) 5.55 (1)
West (0) ()]
Unknown (1) 2)
Primary Religious Af-
filiation
Quaker 32.15 €)] 9.09 (1
Unitarian or Univer-
salist 25.00 @ (0)
Methodist 10.71 3) 0)
Presbyterian or Con-
gregational 10.71 3) 9.09 (1
Episcopal or Anglican 3.57 (1) 36.36 “4)
Other Protestant de-
nominations 17.86 (5) 9.09 (1
Catholic ) 27.27 (3)
Jewish (0) 9.09 (1)
Unknown (2) (9)
Highest Educational
Level
Some education 30.00 (6) 4.76 N
High school or acad-
emy 40.00 (8) 33.33 7)
College or normal
school 15.00 3) 9.52 (2)
Graduate or profes-
sional 15.00 3) 52.38 (11)
Unknown (or none) (10) 0)
Prison Reform
Private, voluntary 43.33 (13) 15.00 3)
Public, professional 20.00 6) 70.00 (14)
Both 36.67 (11) 15.00 3
Paid Work
Some 66.67 (16) 89.47 17)
None 33.33 8) 10.53 )
Unknown ) ¢))
Primary Type of Paid
Work
Writer 4) 3)
Teacher (11 4)



a2 -Continued

Nineteenth Century

Twentieth Century

(n = 30) (n = 20)
G n %% n
INEEITNIRS T.\’p('! 0[ Pald
Work (continued)
[wwtor or lawyer (3) (5)
Swial work (and re-
\(‘:ll'ch) (0) (lO)
tther 3) (2)
onher Reform Activity
Civi! War nurse or
aide 9) (V)]
\lissionary or Sun-
day school (8) (2)
\Women'’s rights and
suffrage (5) (8)
lemperance @ )
Antislavery )] 0)
Antisuffrage 3) (V)]
Sucial purity/social
hygiene 3 (1
wifism (3) (1)
Politics 1) (3)
Women's clubs (1) (5)
Scitlement houses (0) 4)
L.abor organization (0) (2)
Family
liver married 73.33 (22) 63.16 12)
separated/divorced 3.33 (n 31.58 (6)
Single 26.67 (7) 36.84 @
Age at first marriage
median 21 22.5
mean 254 248
Number of children
born
median 4.5 2
mean 4.64 2.8
Number of children
surviving
median 3 2
mean 2.64 2.5
Age hirst widowed/
divorced
median 49 45
mean 42.56 44

Note: See appendix B for individual data and biographical sources.
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most hardened sinners—drunkards, adulterers, slave owners, and
even prostitutes—could be saved.!?

Like the men who earlier became “their brothers’ keepers” when
they proselytized the unconverted th rough Bible, tract, and tem-
perance societies, middle-class women formed associations to aid
the indigent or dissolute. Both the ideology of the separate spheres
and women'’s personal experiences in various sisterhoods encour-
aged these reformers to aid dependents of their own sex. In the
1820s and 1830s, for instance, female urban missionaries consid-

_ ered widows, orphans, and homeless women to be their special
2 charges, while the female moral reformers dedicated themselves

to.the.unpopular task of uplifting prostitutes.!
iladelphia Quakers\were the first Americans to attend to im-
> prisoned women. Inspired by Elizabeth Fry, they began to visit
SR women inmates at the Arch Street Prison in 1823. A women’s
T prison visiting committee later expanded Fry’s work by offering
\ﬁ»'} N “individual and systematic instruction” to female prisoners to aid
their spiritual redemption. The visitors also provided a library,
- and sewing and writing classes. For inmates who seemed truly
penitent lﬁey SOUgNt "to procure suitable situations . .. in families

or institutions”!s e
In the 1840sProtestant missionaries to New York City’s chari-
table institutions encountered-female prisoners during their rounds.
Phoebe Palmer, a popular evangelical preacher, and Sarah Platt
Doremus, a member of the Tract and Mission societies, found the
women incarcerated in the New York City Tombs most in need of
their services. Palmer helped organize the Methodist Five Points
Mission while Doremus helped found a house of industry for poor
women, a women'’s hospital, a women’s missionary society, and a
\" L. women’ old age home. During the same period, members of the
'~ New York Female Moral Reform Society tried to convert and uplift
A . young prostitutes both within prison and after their release.'s

“ These scattered efforts at individual troral regeneratipn took on
pna greater urgency when, in the 1840s, Women's-erime became the
subject of concern to the men who had recently formed the Prison
L Association of New York (PANY). The male reformers visited the

; city’s penal institutions and, confronted with _the “contamination
: of evil communication” betweﬁn.ma.h.and,Mates, won-

k . bbbt tdtmed Rlace g omen con-
fined ;bg;g, In 1845

o N -
B N S Lo

N

. they reported that “it is a matter of great
i doubt whether it would not be better foran innocent female to be
’ consigned at once tO a Bro €re] she would at least enjoy
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women prisoners, a halfway house providing shelter, prayer, and
training in order to prevent recidivism among drunken, vagrant,
and immoral women. A fitting extension of the reformers’ do-
mestic sphere, the home provided a means of expanding these
women’s moral guardianship beyond their own families and to the
fallen women whom they would receive and nurture,

The campaign for a home for discharged women prisoners had
the support of one of the country’s outstanding ferinists, Mar-
garet Fuller, then an editor of the New York Tribune. Her insights
into the problems of women inmates represented a more radical
approach than the New York auxiliary had yet assumed. Fuller
provided one of the earliest feminist perspectives on women's
crime when she introduced the theme of women's victimization by
social forces.

er had visited the women’s department at Sing Sing prison
in October 1844 when she spoke with the “so-called worst” (whom
she compared favorably with the proper women in her Boston
classes!). Returning to address the inmates on Christmas Day, she
defended the fallen woman. According to William Channing's
memoir of her talk, Fuller explained that “the conduct of some
now here was such that the world said:—‘Women once lost are far
worse than abandoned men, and cannot be restored’ But no! It is
not so! I know my sex better” The inmates, she suggested, were
victims who needed help to overcome the circumstances which

had Jed th em to crime: “Borin of unfortunate ages, igheriting
dangerous inclinations, neugn_gb;,[dblecte"ood, with ba its

“And associates, as certainlz must be the case with some_of von,
how terrible will be the struggle when you leave this shelter!”?

Fuller’s views reached the public in a series of articles which
appeared in the Tribune in the spring of 1845, coinciding with the
campaign for a home for discharged women prisoners. The author
reported that the city almshouses and penitentiaries contained

shocking sigh h n infants, “exposed to the
careless scrutiny of male visitors” and to dreary, daily routines
WIthout even the pretense of training. At the “gloomiest” institu-

tion, the penitentiary, she decried “the want of proper matrons, or
any matrons, to take the care so necessary for the bodily or mental
improvement or even decent conditions of the seven hundred
women assembled here” Most importantly, she questioned the
predominant view that these women were hopelessly fallen. The
Transcendentalist and feminist was struck by “how many there are
in whom the feelings of innocent childhood are not dead, who need
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placements for 1,083 of them, and deemed only 480 “unworthy or
WIthout hope of being reclaimed ” Mmate, as told
by Caroline Kirkland, expresses the attitudes that reformers often
repeated about the influence of the home:

S.C. was considered a hopeless case; but after she had been several
months at the Home—too bad to be recommended to a place, yet show-
ing occasionally such encouraging signs that we did not dare reject
her—she began to improve so evidently that the records of the House
speak of it as an “astonishing change.” From having been very violent
in her temper, she became, under the influence of kind words and good
offices, docile and pleasant. The religious exercises of the Home exerted
an influence over her, and the Chaplain at Blackwell’s Island expressed
his surprise that he had not seen her there for more than a year—a re-
markable thing in his experience.

Kind words, prayers, and a full schedule of domestic tasks trans-
formed thousands of New York City's female prisoners into docile
and pleasant women who, no longer resisting the standards of
feminine behavior, would be spareﬁ the harsh penaltics of prison
life.

In the course of effecting these transformations, members of the
Female Department adopted new attitudes toward women pris-
oners. In contrast to most prison officials and male reformers, who
condemned the fallen woman as a social outcast, these women in-
sisted on removing the stigma that separated them from their
fallen sisters. As one of their reports explained, “we would ap-
proach the fallen woman, and when all the world turns away with
loathing from her misery, we would take her by the hand, lift her
from her degradation, whisper hope to her amid her despair, teach
her lessons of self-control, instill into her ideas of purity and in-
dustry, and send her forth to work her own way upward to her
final destiny."2¢

Once reformers had proclaimed that the falien could be redi-
rected toward purity, they took issue with the analysis of women's
crime that had condemned female prisoners. The women they
aided, their reports noted, had not been designing temptresses
very often. Rather, many were innocent victims of male seduction.
Women drifted astray, they argu&t1o simply from Tust or greed,
but through the deception of others. Although “they seem to be
what they are .. . by their own perverse choice,” reformers asked,
“has there in truth been any such deliberate choice—any such in-
sane election!”
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7 ties? In response to these. tensions

L .

and in 1852 formes iation
..and _Home. They raised private funds to support the home and,
eginning in 1861, they received a financial contribution from the
city, acknowledging the home as a quasi-public institution.?
Prison visiting continued, both at city jails and state peniten-
tiaries.

Although their reports made no mention of the political move-
-ment for women's rights which had begun at Seneca Falls, New
York, in 1848, the new organization did draw upon its rhetoric.
Caroline Kirkland’s fund-raising tract, The Helping Hand, asked
privileged women to overcome the gulf between themselves and
the fallen of their sex in the following terms:

Among the most precious of Women's Rights is the right to do good to
her own sex; ... Sad it is that [the] fallen woman hopes less from her
sisters than from her brothers; . . . women should consider themselves
as a community, having special common needs and common obliga-
tions, which it is a shame to turn aside from under the plea of inability
or distaste. Every woman in misfortune is the proper object of care to the
happier and safer part of her sex. Not to stretch forth to her the helping
hand—not to defend her against wrong and shield her from tempta-
tion—is to consent to her degradation and to become, in some sense,
- party to her ruin.»

An important distinction must be drawn between the prison re-
formers’ appeal to sisterhood and the demand of the women’s
rights movement for political equality. Most an ghellum prison re-
formers did not support women's rights. Like more vehement op-

ponents, such as Catharine Beecher or the vocal antisuffragists of
the late nineteenth century, benevolent reformers assumed that
women'’s power emanated from the moral influence o t sepa-

ere. In contrast to radical feminists, t eyodid_pot seek
equality in the public sphere: many even prided themselves on
“remaining outmge of poiltics.” These reformers did insist, how-
ever, that their feminine values should have equal weight in the

society. Neither radical feminists nor antifeminists, their prison
reform activities had led them to several prefeminist insights, in-

cluding a criti le standard, a call for solidarity be-
tween women, and a commitment to establis Ing autonomous

women’s jnstitutions.
The antebellum women reformers had set the precedent that the
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Lillen woman need not be an outcast, that she could be uplifted,
.nd that women had the right to dircct this work. But, as they
were the first to admit, the cause was not vet a popular one. “To
wlicit public assistance for the prisoner, and especially for the fe-
male prisoner,” the WPA lamented in 1855, “is to row against wind
.nd tide”3? Their own activities, morecover, remained limited to
voluntary measures aimed at individual moral regeneration through
prison visiting and a halfway house for released prisoners. Only
alter the Civil War, with the expansion of women’s prison reform,
would their sympathies for fallen women lead to alternatives to
the neglect of women in prison.

Professional Reformers, 1860-1900

In the decades after 1860 the scattered voluntary efforts 1o uplift
women prisoners expanded into a movement to achieve public au-
thority and professional status for women prison reformers. Build-
ing upon the precedems/o[,lfl're antebellum period, particularly the
home for discharged women prisoners, postwar activists adopted
new methods and added new responsibilities to their reform
agenda, including authority on state correctional boards and in-
stitutions. By the end of the century they had attained legitimacy
for women as professionals in public agencies which cared for fe-
male clients.

The Civil War_influenced_older_prison reformers and helped
bring more women into the movement. Abby Hopper Gibbons%
WMMMWSE, comtinitied to work with the

Gt also became receptive to women's rights and a leader of
the social purity movement. In the 1870s she joined forces with
$ Josephine Shaw Lowell to campaign for the establishment of sepa-
I grown up in one of Boston's oldest families, sur-
rounded by Transcendentalist and abolitionist luminaries. The
widow of war hero Charles Russell Lowell, she helped direct the
Women's Central Association of Relief for the Army and Navy and
became an advocate of “scientific philanthropy.” In addition to
leading the postwar-charity organization movement in New York,
Lowell investigated the conditions of women in jails, served on the
state charities board, and argued for women's control over public
institutions. She also supported woman suffrage, the Women'’s Mu-
nicipal League, and the New York Consumers’ League.*
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In Massachusetts a group of women had similar experiences
during and after the war. Elle . hnson, a temperance ad-
vocate who had taughi domestic ‘skills to women in the slums,
founded the New England Women’s Auxiliary Association and
raised funds for the U.S. Sanitary Commission. In the process of
searching for veterans’ dependents and survivors, she discovered
many women virtually unattended in local jails and workhouses.
In trying to assist them she met Hannah Chickering, who had be-
come a prison visitor in order to B2 userul uring the war. Chick-
ering founded the Dedham Asylum for Discharged Female Pris-

home supporred- By IR ES TR on Vo e [uding
_on_the Massachiisetis.) Prisen. Commission
en Cheney Johnsop, led a statewide campaign
S.pri € super-

Bothrwartime social service and religious benevolence moti-
vated a group of midwestern Quakers to enter prison reform dur-
Rhoda Coffin <f Richmond, Indiana. From yet another anti-
slavery family, Coffin had originally learned about prison visiting
during a trip East in 1858, when she and her husband, Charles,
were impressed by the reforms their Quaker acquaintances had
undertakén in New York and Philadelphia jails. During the war,
influenced in part by a religious revival among Indiana Friends,
the Coffins began visiting soldiers’ families and prisoners. Quaker
minister Sarah Smith and Chicago prison visitor Elizabeth Com-
stock, both of whom attended to soldiers and prisoners during the
war, inspired the Coffins to launch a prison reform committee in
the Indiana Yearly Meeting. Sarah Smith and Rhoda Coffin, like

Z ing th(l?Os/ The most active reformer in the Friends community
ho

was Rh oda’

- reformers in New York and Massachusetts, first aided women pris-
- oners by establishing the Home for the Friendless in Richmond,
" Indiana. They also visited state penal institutions and, appalled at

the treatment of women, campaigned for the creation of a separate

_ state women’s prison.* Like other reformers, after 1870 the Indi-
- ana women served as state officials.

These personal experiences of wartime social service and post-

~-+~war prison reform suggest some of the ways the Civil War influ-
- _enced American women. During the 1860s thousands of women
f worked for the state in some capacity—as nurses, charity workers,
- and clerks, on the battlefield, or in offices. They learned that

women could serve competently in the absence of, or alongside,

ap
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men. After the war many nurses, administrators, and volunteers
were committed to a life of social service, but they did not want to
accept subordinate rank or menial tasks.’? Like the prison reform-
crs, they sought public and professional roles in which to utilize
their skills.

While wartime social service drew some women into prison re-
form, others cntered the public charities movement that resulted
from the centralization of social services during the war. Organi-
zations like the U.S. Sanitary Commission facilitated the move
away from benevolent, private reform and toward secular, “scien-
tific philanthropy” modeled on the British charity organization
movement.?® The creation of state boards of charities and correc-
tions provided new opportunities for women reformers to assume
public, professional roles.

The cntry of Elizabeth Buffum Chace into women’s prison re-
form provides a notable example of how women began to demand
official status in the new state agencies that directed correctional
institutions. Like other prison reformers, she came from a Quaker,
abolitionist family. The Buffum home in Providence, Rhode Island,
had been a way station on the Underground Railroad and a meet-
ing place for antislavery proponents. In 1835, several years after
her marriage 10 cotton manufacturer Samuel Chace, Elizabeth
Buffum Chace [ormed the Female Anti-Slavery Society and from
1868 to 1870 was vice-president of the American Anti-Slavery So-
ciety.’®

The deaths of several of her children left Chace longing for activ-
ity, and the women'’s rights movement influenced her decision to
enter public life. Chace had attended the 1850 women's rights con-
vention in Massachusetts and, at the close of the Civil War, her
feminist friend Lucy Stone urged her to accept the social respon-
sibilities incumbent on her as an economically secure wife and
mother. In response to Chace’s doubts about entering public life,
Stone advised that she “let the housekeeping take care of itself
while you take care of the Republic.”* Chace heeded the challenge.
In addition to supporting Negro rights, woman suffrage, and
higher education for women, she began to visit penal institutions
in Rhode Island and to call attention to the problems of female
inmates.

At the time, no woman sat on the official state board of control
nor on the boards of management which directed most state insti-
tutions. Through the Rhode Island Woman Suffrage Association,
of which she was president, Chace sent a memorial to the governor
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sult of her effort, an 1870 Rhode Island act provided for 4 Board of

Lady Visitors to inspect institutions which housed women; the

board was not given power to enforce its recommendations. Chace
was “rather scornful of the Legislative sop,” but served on the new
board for several years. In 1876, however, she resigned to protest
women’s lack of power on the board. “When the State of Rhode
Island shall call its best women to an equal participation with
men'in the direction of its penal and reformatory institutions” she
explained, “I have no doubt they will gladly assume the duties and
responsibilities of such positions.”4

By the time of her resignation, several states had established
positions for women in directing charities and corrections. In Con-
necticut the newly created State Board of Charities (1876) formed
a department with female members to supervise state institutions.
In New York Josephine Shaw Lowell, who became a member of
the State Board of Charities in 1876, began to inspect jails, peni-
tentiaries, and almshouses, with particular attention to methods
of caring for young women delinquents. The Massachusetts Prison
Commission, established in 1870, legally required female mem-
bers and was well advanced toward giving women complete con-
trol of their own reformatory. By 1888 the Department of Fran-
chise of the Women's Christian Temperance Union recommended
that women become directors and visitors for state institutions as
one means of taking advantage of any local political power they
could achieve en route to suffrage.*?

Women'’s participation in two new national organizations pro-
vides another measure of the change from private to public, and
from voluntary to professional, prison reform. Through the Na-
tional Prison Congress (later called the American Prison Associa-
tion) and the National Conference on Charities and Corrections
(NCCC), new middle-class professionals in penal and charitable
agencies sought to standardize their methods and to increase both
their prestige and their influence on social policy. In each organi-
zation women eventually shared in these tasks.

The American Prison Association(APA) was formed in 1870 as a
meeting place for reformiers, public officials, and prison adminis-
trators. Originally called the National Prison Congress, it recom-
mended penal reforms, including the indeterminate sentence, in-
dustrial and academic training for inmates, and the creation of
specialized institutions for misdemeanants, first offenders, and
women.* At its founding meeting, the APA adopted as the last of
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thirty-seven principles for a better correctional system that “both
i othcial administration of such a system and in the voluntary co-
operation of citizens therein, the agency of women may be em-
ployed with excellent ellect” In 1875 Rhoda Coffin delivered the
first paper by a female member and in 1896 Ellen Cheney Johnson
hecame the first woman on a standing committee.*s

A similar process occurred within the National Conference on
Charities and Corrections, the social workers’ professional orga-
nization. Between its founding in 1874 and the turn of the century
women increased their participation at conferences, offering pa-
pers in those branches of the profession that seemed most open to
their participation. Among these areas was penology, and women
in the NCCC insisted that they were particularly suited for the
tasks of preventing female crime and aiding women prisoners. By
1890 the organization officially recognized women's achievements,
citing {emale membership on almost half of the existing state
boards of charities and the increased use of female professional
staff in state institutions that cared for women.*

The expansion of women'’s prison reform into public and profes-
sional life had been fostered by several events of the 1860s. Public
officials, faced with the increase in the number of women arrested,
convicted, and imprisoned during that decade may have been
more willing to entertain women'’s ideas about female inmates.
Women's wartime public service contributed to their interest in
postwar charities and corrections. Furthermore, although the war
had a dampening effect on most reform movements, for women
the political aftermath of the war inspired feminist organization.
The failure to include woman suffrage in the Fifteenth Amend-
ment resulted in the establishment of two national suffrage asso-
ciations that publicly questioned restrictions on women'’s rights
over the next decades. After the war, female prison reformers be-
came more sympathetic to the women’s suffrage movement.

While the political feminists may have had a limited audience
between 1870 and 1910, other women, since termed “social fem-
inists,” enjoyed growing support for their efforts to expand female
moral guardianship from the home to the society.*” Like temper-
ance advocates, social purity leaders, and settlement house found-
ers, the postwar prison reformers believed in women’s separate
sphere and superior morality. Even as they entered the public
sphere and gained valuable skills by building separate women's
organizations, social feminists continued to argue that women had
unique, feminine virtues that should be embodied in social policy.
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These principles strongly influenced prison reformers’ attitudes
toward fallen women and their growing interest in creating sepa-
rate women's prisons.

The Fallen Woman Reconsidered

Ever since Elizabeth Fry first entered Newgate Gaol, women
prison reformers had expressed sympathy for the fallen woman
and a belief in her capacity for redemption. As nineteenth-century
American women argued for a greater degree of public responsi-
bility for women prisoners, they articulated these views more fre-
quently and more publicly. Those who held official positions had a
wider forum for their ideas, while others continued to volunteer
their criticism of prevailing attitudes toward fallen women.

In speeches and writings, late nineteenth-century prison reform-
ers elaborated on earlier observations that the fallen woman
should not be held solely responsible for her crimes. Increasingly,
women stressed that societal forces created the problem of
woman’s fall. This tendency toward a social, rather than indi-
vidual, analysis of crime derived in part from the women's new
vantage point as public reformers. In addition, two streams of late
nineteenth-century social thought—determinist theories of crime
and social feminist views of the relations of the sexes—influenced
women'’s ideas and gave them credence among both professional
colleagues and feminist allies.

A more sympathetic portrait of female criminals first reached
the wider public through novels written between 1860 and 1890,
when “fictional sympathy for the fallen and interest in their reha-
bilitation . .. generally shifted attention from the harlot as temp-
tress of men and befouler of society to the harlot as victim of eco-
nomic distress and the vice rackets” Stories by Rebecca Harding
Davis, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Bayard Taylor, and Harriet Beecher
Stowe, for instance, suggested that women were driven to crime
by urban and industrial life, or by men. Moreover, the fictional
fallen women were often rescued by other women, who helped
them find Christian redemption and an honest means of support.
By 1890 novelists had adopted the theme that fallen women could
achieve almost total rehabilitation 48

Women who had participated in antebellum prison reform and
those who entered charity and correctional work in the postwar
decades shared these new attitudes about fallen women. What
is especially interesting about these women's explanations of

e .
ERRUI R




“The Helping Hand" | 41

prostitution and other crimes is the way they singled out their
mvn sex as a subculture of the dangerous class. Reversing the older
vicw of women's greater fall, they argued that women were more
victimized and even more capable of reformation than were male
criminals.

‘A number of women prison reformers viewed the fallen woman
through the dual perspectives of hereditarian thought and femi-
nist sympathies. Josephine Shaw Lowell argued that since crimi-
nal tendencies could be inherited, women offenders were not en-
tirely at fault for their sins; furthermore, environmental conditions,
il properly manipulated, might subdue them. Thus Lowell told the
1879 meeting of the NCCC that “the community itself is respon-
sible for the existence of such miserable, wrecked specimens of
humanity” as the women and children who filled state alms-
houses. “Circumstances make the criminal,” Ellen Cheney Johnson
repeatedly contended, while Indiana reformers told their legisla-
tors that young women traveled the “path of ruin . . . not so much
because of any predisposing fault of their own, as because parents,
church and State have [ailed to give them sympathy, and to inspire
them to seek a better and higher life."*

Dozens of other statements by women prison reformers over the
next years reiterated the point that unique circumstances led to
women's crimes. Although they realized that unhappy homes and
immoral literature could create male as well as female criminals,
the reformers singled out women as the victims of two particular
social forces: economic and sexual exploitation. The economic ex-
planation predominated in women’s rights movement literature;
it constituted a minor theme for prison reformers, who launched
their major attack on the sexual victimization of women by men.

Radical feminist Susan B. Anthony provided the strongest ex-
pression of the economic origins of women's fall in her 1875 ad-
dress on “Social Purity” Anthony distinguished between the causes
of crime in men and women, claiming that the [ormer acted from
“love of vice,” while the latter acted “from absolute want of the
necessaries of life.” Historical forces had created this want, she ex-
plained. Women who once engaged in profitable household manu-
facturing had been displaced by men and machines. When “thrust
into the world’s outer market,” they found exhausting labor and
little recompense. The working woman, Anthony wrote, “weary
and worn from her day’s toil ... sees on every side and at every
turn the gilded hand of vice and crime outstretched, ... Can we
wonder that so many poor girls fall, .. . Should we not wonder,
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rather, that so many escape the sad fate?”0 Her solution was eco-
nomic self-sufficiency: “Clearly, then, the first step toward solving
this problem is to lift this vast army of poverty-stricken women
who now crowd our cities, above the temptation, the necessity, to
sell themselves in marriage or out, for bread and shelter”s

Although some antebellum writers, both male and female, had
made similar points, limited economic opportunities for working
women became a central focus of feminist analysis after 1870. Like
Anthony, writers in the suffragist Woman's Journal anticipated the
feminist economics of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. They too argued
that financial need, not innate sexual depravity, sent women to the
streets, largely because respectable work for women offered in-
adequate wages. “Society says to all women, ‘Go sew’ ... and
schools . . . train them chiefly to sew,” but in an overcrowded mar-
ket, the Journal lamented, they starved from low wages and were
tempted to prostitution. The harlot would disappear only if
women became “educated to self support” in various industries.
Or, as one former prostitute from Indiana stated, “It was not know-
ing how to work that made me bad; now I can get my own living,
married or single.”$? The Women’s Prison Association began to
agree with the economic argument in the postwar years. As long
as working women received only “their pittance, just so long will
they eke it out by the wages of sin,” the WPA explained.s?

Reformers’ concerns about working women reflected changes in
women'’s work experiences. Despite the persistent ideology of do-
mesticity, many unmarried, working-class and immigrant women
were entering the paid labor force in the decades after 1870. They
earned meager salaries for tedious work as domestic servants,
laundresses, and unskilled factory workers. A generation later
women'’s low wages and poor working conditions would become a
major concern of the Progressive movement. In the late nineteenth
century, reformers often suspected the relationship between class
and crime, but they did not extend their insight into a full-fledged
analysis.

Most women prison reformers pointed to another social force
which was unique to the etiology of female crime: sexual exploi-
tation and the double standard of ‘morality. Men, they held, dé-
manded fallen women, but'women alone paid the moral and legal
price for prostitution. Like the female moral reformers of antebel-
lum New England and New York, the women prison reformers in-
creasingly claimed that men were the root of the social evil.

Elizabeth Buffum Chace came to this conclusion early in her
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career when she wrote that only uplift work among men could
heck the demand for fallen women. Similarly, the WPA reported
that “If disreputable men were not to be found upon our streets,
Jdisreputable women would not go there to seek them.” In the
Woman's Jowrnal, Ellen Batelle Dietrick placed this cause above all
others. Criticizing a group of clergymen she explained that “They
arc only dealing with halfl of the problem so long as they utterly
ignore the fact that the chief cause for ‘fallen women’ is fallen
men."3

Even more annoying was the double standard which, Dietrick
held, served to deny the ideal of female superiority. When woman
alone bore the blame for sexual infidelity she suffered a loss of
<tatus from which men were immune. “Every such [fallen]
woman_ she wrote, “was once an innocent girl born into a civili-
sation which considers men her superior, supporter and protector.
Every boy in our civilization knows that society will excuse in
him. the superior, what it will relentlessly condemn in her, his in-
lerior.’ss

That men established the demand for prostitutes, and that they
usually escaped without punishment, constituted only part of the
indictment. Case histories, written by reformers, blamed men for
actively initiating women's fall. Women's crimes, ranging from
drunkenness to lewdness to larceny, were attributed to the experi-
ences of being “dragged down by a worthless husband”; accused
by “a brutal husband”; “seduced by a coachman”; prostituted by
a “bad, intemperate man”; “ruined by the wickedness” of men; or
of having fallen “victim to masculine wills.” Cruel stepfathers, dis-
honest lovers, or ruthless emplovers scemed to plague women at
cvery turn. Other case histories pitied those who had “married a
base man"; or been ruined by a promise of marriage that led to a
house of prostitution; or been “led ofl by a married man."* One
inmate's [riends wrote to a women’s prison that it was “better to
leave her in jail where she has home and food” than to let her re-
turn to her drunken husband. So too did prison commissioners
often note the woman of “more than usual capacity” who had
“been dragged down by a worthless husband.” As one case read, "if
she had married a better man [she] might have turned out differ-
ently.s?

The reconsideration of the fallen woman was encouraged in part
by the deterministic thought which had begun to influence Ameri-
can criminology in general. Both experts in the newly founded so-
cial sciences and popular writers who attempted to explain the
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origins of crime and poverty rejected individual moral responsi-
bility in favor of theories of hereditary and environmental causes.
Despite the influence of Darwinian ideas in popularizing biologi-
cal interpretations of crime, Americans displayed a deeply in-
grained environmentalism that continued to hold out hope for the
regeneration of the criminal, the insane, and the poor. The rise of
a medical profession with a vested interest in “curing” not only
disease but also deviancy tempered biological determinism, as did
the emergence of a social service profession committed to elimi-
“nating poverty and vice.% G
~ 2 In addition to the influence of environmental determinism, the
- specifically antimale content of women's writings suggests other
* “sources for new interpretations. The reformers approached the
“zproblem of the fallen woman as one rooted in the social relations
- "of the sexes, rather than as simply the result of heredity or envi-
ronment. Although they joined contemporaries in speculating on
“inherited vice and even pointed to the relationship between
wages, working conditions, and crime, they repeatedly returned to
the theme of woman'’s sexual vulnerability. Reformers’ adoption of
a sexual interpretation of crime is not surprising, given that the
world of nineteenth-century women was so clearly defined as one
in which their sex was supposed to inhabit its own separate
sphere—one which had a morality superior to men's. The ideology
of women'’s purity that had earlier condemned the fallen woman
now could be used to condemn instead the impure men who, re-
formers claimed, were at the root of women’s crimes.

This sexual interpretation illustrated an important strain of so-
cial feminist thought at the end of the century. Many feminists
argued that men's intemperate drinking habits and their sexual
indulgence led to the exploitation of women, whether as abused
wives or as prostitutes. Therefore, the WCTU and the social purity
movement attempted to control men’s drinking and sexual behav-
ior through personal moral force or through legislation outlawing
liquor and vice districts. Some historians view these efforts as part
of a symbolic struggle waged to increase women'’s power in the
family and the society$? The attacks on men's behavior may have
been more defensive, however. Women attempted to protect their
personal intercsts by minimizing their physical vulnerability. Sex-
ual activity carried heavy risks for Victorian women, including the
dangers of venereal infection, the strain of repeated childbirth,
and a life of constant child rearing.®® Within this personal frame-
work some women perceived chastity as a liberating experience



“The Helping Hand” | 45

and saw all institutions that fostered sexual activity as contribut-
ing to women’s oppression. Thus, social feminists often con-
demned men’s sexual freedom and women prison reformers at-
tacked men's sexual victimization of women as a cause of female
crime.

Women's prison visiting had begun as a suitable female auxiliary
to men’s antcbellum rcforms. Led by Quakers, charity workers,
and social feminists, women's prison reform grew into an indepen-
dent movement by the late nineteenth century. From their experi-
ences visiting women in jails, operating homes for discharged
women prisoners, and participating in the postwar charities and
social feminist movements, women reformers developed a unique
perspective on the fallen woman. They challenged the view of her
total depravity and substituted an indictment of society and par-
ticularly of men for causing her fall.

Underlying both women's entry into prison reform and their
reinterpretation of the fallen woman was a firm belief that women
constituted a separate sexual class. Despite their social analysis of
women'’s crimes, reformers accepted biological categories that
separated them from men but bound them to their sisters in
prison. Although they acknowledged economic sources of crime,
they discounted class differences between themselves and the ob-
jects of their concern. In thc WPA, and later in state charity and
corrections boards, women claimed that, if given a chance to bring
their feminine influence to bear, the fallen could be redeemed and
made into true women. This commitment to female moral supe-
riority ultimately led to demands for separate women's prisons.



Chapter 3

Feminist or Feminine? The
Establishment of Separate Women'’s
Prisons, 1870-1900

Sympathy for the fallen woman as victim and faith in
her capacity for redemption characterized the nineteenth-century
feminist approach to women prisoners. When women who shared
these sentiments approached local and state correctional institu-
tions, they found the American prison system severely deficient.
Ameliorative efforts such as prison visiting and homes for dis-
charged women prisoners seemed inadequate to correct the prob-
lems exposed by postwar reformers. After the 1860s, women who
now had a foothold in public charities and corrections demanded
changes in state policies. During the last third of the century they
articulated an alternative model of feminine prison reform to re-
place the neglect of women in men’s prisons. Three principles
guided them: the separation of women prisoners from men; the
provision of differential, feminine care; and control over women’s
prisons by female staff and management.

By the end of the nineteenth century reformers had succeeded
in incorporating these principles into separate women's prisons in
the three states in which they were most active—Indiana, Massa-
chusetts, and New York. The Indiana Woman's Prison opened in
Indianapolis in 1874. In the same year the Massachusetts legisla-
ture established a Reformatory Prison for Women that began to
admit inmates in 1877. The first New York House of Refuge for
women opened at Hudson in 1887, followed by the opening of the
Western House of Refuge at Albion in 1893. A third New York in-
stitution, the Bedford Hills Reformatory, was completed in 1901.

The establishment of separate women'’s prisons contributed to
the larger process of female institution-building in the late nine-
teenth century. Prison reformers and other social feminists drew
upon the ideology of women’s separate sphere and gradually ex-
panded its boundaries from the private to the public realm. By
creating extradomestic female institutions—colleges, clubs, re-
form organizations, and even prisons—middle-class American
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women gained both valuable personal skills and greater public au-
thority.!

Like the “separate but equal” racial ideology, however, social
[eminist strategy rested on a contradictory definition of equality.
The nineteenth-century prison reformers did seek to expand
women's rights when they argued for greater authority over public
policy and improved trcatment for women prisoners. But at the
heart of their program was the principle of innate sexual differ-
ence, not sexual equality. Their femininity, reformers asserted,
qualified them to control women'’s prisons. Moreover, they acted
on a faith that simply strengthening the feminine elements in in-
stitutions would improve them. Thus, in their three major argu-
ments for separate women's prisons, reformers combined feminist
goals of preventing men’s exploitation of women with feminine
methods of extending women’s sphere to encompass correctional
institutions.

Separation of Female Prisoners

Since their first visits to prisons, rcformers of both sexes had ob-
jected to the intermingling of male and female inmates. As early
as 1826 the “promiscuous and unrestricted intercourse” and “uni-
versal riot and debauchery” in the Philadelphia jails inspired the
separation of the sexes there. Officials elsewhere decried commu-
nication between inmates and passed statutes requiring jail keep-
ers to maintain separate areas for the women in their charge.
These regulations prevented sexual contact, but at the same time
they usually forced all female inmates into the most uncomfort-
able quarters within penal institutions.?

Elizabeth Fry first articulated the importance of separating fe-
‘male inmates for purposes other than merely preventing sexual
contact. In her Observations, the British prison reformer expressed
fears that sexually mixed quarters undermined women’s rehabili-
tation. Separate facilities, she argued, would allow the classifica-
tion of women into categories by age and offense, rather than
simply by sex, and would facilitate instruction and training in
feminine pursuits.?

New impetus for separating women prisoners came from
nineteenth-century penologists who favored the classification of
inmates into age, sex, and offender groups. Both male and female
reformers, notably Dorothea Dix, urged separate housing of the
insane, juvenile criminals, and first offenders. By mid-century
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most states had provided facilities for the first two of these groups,
and over the next fifty years they established specialized adult re-
formatories, asylums for alcoholics, and institutions for the men-
tally ill. These facilities were often designed with separate depart-
ments or buildings for female inmates that were an improvement
over women's earlier, makeshift quarters.* ,

The first separate women's prison building opened at the Sing
Sing, New York, state penitentiary in June 1839. Male staff admin-
istered the women's department but matrons served in it” Before
long, overcrowding, inadequaie hospital and nursery facilities,
and disciplinary problems, which culminated in an 1843 riot,
plagued the institution. A brief redemption occurred after 1844
with the appointment of Eliza W. Farnham—sometimes feminist,
atheist, and phrenologist—as matron.’

Farnham believed in rehabilitation instead of punishment. She
ended the silence rule, set up a library and a school, classified pris-
oners, offered incentives for good behavior, and used music, hand-
icrafts, and entertainment to discourage criminal instincts. In-
stead of the Bible she read the women Dickens's Oliver Twist;
Margaret Fuller came to speak to inmates at Farnham’s request.
Unfortunately, her secular methods provoked state officials. They
complained that there was “nothing masculine” in the prison rou-
tine and forced her to retract her programs and impose silence,
work, and strict discipline. Farnham left Sing Sing in 1848. There-
after, although it remained the only separate state prison for
women until the 1870s, it never really furthered the principles of
women'’s prison reform.$

Several states continued to house female inmates apart from
men within the same institutions, but no new women's prisons
were constructed in the antebellum years. By the 1860s, however,
when the mounting number of female commitments taxed exist-
ing facilities, several new women’s quarters were constructed.” At
the same time, women active in charities and corrections who vis-
ited sexually mixed institutions began criticizing the discrimina-
tory treatment of female inmates and revived the issue of separate
prisons. Elizabeth Chace, for instance, discovered in her visits to
Rhode Island institutions that prisons held classes for men but not
for women and that female inmates were offered neither exercise
nor mental occupation while incarcerated.® Refusal to attempt the
reformation of women bothered Josephine Shaw Lowell as well.
She told the New York State Board of Charities in 1879 that the
“visible links” in the chain of poverty and criminality were
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“women who from early girlhood have been tossed from poorhouse
1o jail, and from jail to poorhouse, until the last trace of woman-
liood in them has been destroyved.” Neither in “jail, poorhouse nor
penitentiary,” she charged, “will they find anything to help them
nun back; on the contrary, all the surroundings will force them
lower” Lowell concluded that only separate women's institutions
would prevent this cycle®

Women joined other critics of American prisons in calling for
change. A revival of interest in prison reform, evidenced by the
lounding of the American Prison Association in 1870, led to re-
ncwed debate about penal methods in general. By this date,
American penitentiaries had declined into complacent, over-
«rowded, custodial institutions. Although many states continued
to rely on penitentiaries, the newly organized charity and correc-
tions workers brought several alternatives to public attention.
They were particularly impressed by experiments in the British
prison system and by the innovations of the reformatory prison.

The British system had instituted policies of commutation of
sentences for good behavior, the merit marking-system, and pro-
gressive reentry into society. Under the influence of American re-
formers Enoch C. Wines, Zebulon Brockway, and Franklin San-
born, these methods were incorporated into reformatory prisons
for youthful, male first offenders at Elmira, New York (1876) and
Concord, Massachusetts (1884). Brockway, the first superintendent
of the Elmira Reformatory, instituted prison reforms that re-
warded inmates for internalizing many of the controls formerly
imposed by the external discipline of the penitentiary. Incentive
systems offered greater privileges [or good behavior and the inde-
terminate sentence allowed prisoners’ actions to influence their
date of release.'®

For women, the most significant innovation of the British sys-
tem was demonstrated by the Mount Joy Female Convict prison in
Ireland. In 1862 British prison reformer Mary Carpenter observed
the separate women's reformatory at Mount Joy and became con-
vinced of its efficacy in rehabilitating women criminals. Like her
American counterparts, Carpenter explained that women only
seemed unreformable because of the "injudicious treatment” they
usually received as convicts. In her 1864 book, Qur Convicts, Car-
penter recommended that women prisoners should be gath-
ered into one institution where a merit system would determine
progression to various stages of treatment and privilege. Female
staff would provide “considerable intellectual and cultural
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development” for inmates, while the use of male guards would be
avoided."

Americans were intrigued by the British plan of a separate, re-
formatory women’s prison. As early as 1865 the Massachusetts
Board of State Charities reported favorably on separation and the
merit system for women in England. When the first International
Penitentiary Congress convened in London in 1872, a session on
women’s work enabled Julia Ward Howe and Elizabeth Buffum
Iy Chace to meet Mary Carpenter and discuss the principle of sepa-
: rate female institutions.'? Several male reformers were impressed
by the fact that the superintendent, subordinate officers, and
teachers at Mount Joy were all women." Charles and Rhoda Coffin
§ visited Mount Joy and praised its approximation of family life, the
£ placement of released women in private homes, and particularly

the self-respect engendered by the trust placed in upper-grade
prisoners. All of these advantages had been unavailable to women
dispersed throughout the predominantly male prisons.!

At the same time that Mount Joy presented a model for Ameri-

A ... can reformers, the establishment of sexually segregated juvenile
- © 7. Lreformatories helped pave the way for separate adult prisons. Sev-

L """ “eral reform schools for boys were founded after 1847 and the first

State Industrial School for Girls, at Lancaster, Massachusetts,
opened in 1856. In Connecticut legislators considered establishing
a women’s prison in the 1860s, but instead they chartered an in-
dustrial school for girls that classified inmates within a cottage
system of residence and offered instruction, employment, indeter-
minate sentences, and conditional pardon and release.!s
In 1867 a visit to the Lancaster, Massachusetts, girls’ reform
school inspired Zebulon Brockway, then superintendent of the De-
troit House of Correction, to experiment with separate “reforma-
tory” treatment for the women under his care. Brockway had been
L impressed with the methods of the girls’ school, and so he helped
- 1 establish a women's “House of Shelter” From 1869 to 1874, Emma
e :Hall, a Detroit public school teacher, served as matron. Hall
formed “a little society” with thirty female inmates living as a
i ¢ family in “commodious and well furnished” surroundings. She in-

, l\\- # stituted a merit system, offered training for remunerative employ-

e ment, and fostered “strong social bonds” among inmates. Al-
though the House of Shelter was not technically a prison, it was

st penal institution where women had complete authority

emale inmates. ACCording 1o a historian of Michigan’s~~—
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pisons, “The House of Shelter was America’s first women's refor-
natory. e

By 1870 other scparate institutions were being established in
indiana. The Home for the Friendless in Richmond had just be-
.ome the official city prison. Its female managers, deputized as
heriffs who “paroled” their prisoners to the home, attempted to
\hieve reformation through prayer, music, Bible study, and work.
Mlcanwhile, Indiana Friends Sarah Smith and Rhoda Coffin led a
.ampaign to end the sexual abuse of women in the state prison.
I'heir lobbying efforts succeeded in 1869 when a bill creating a
“l‘emale Prison and Reformatory Institution for Girls and Women”
passed the Indiana legistature. The prison, which opened in Indi-
anapolis in 1874, was the first completely separate state women'’s
penal institution in America."”

Even as the Indiana Woman's Prison was under construction,
reformers in other states were adopting the model of sexually
separate prisons. The three women and three men on the Massa-
chusetts Prison Commission decided in 1870 that “a classification
of the prisoners, according to sex, age, and degree of crime, was
absolutely necessary before any satisfactory progress toward ref-
ormation could be expected.”'® In their first annual report they ar-
gued for sexual separation on several grounds. “In our county pris-
ons, as a general rule, the poorest and most unfavorable quarters
are assigned to women,” they wrote. But separation would not
help only one sex. “By separating the women from the men, both
are bencfitted,” through the removal of sexual distractions and the
possibility of improving the present system which, they felt, “does
not tend to the reformation of men or women."'*

Implementing the recommendation of sexual separation took a
four-vear campaign on the part of the commissioners and private
reformers. First the commissioners tried to centralize all women
prisoners into one county jail, but a hostile sheriff undermined
that strategy by refusing to remove the male inmates The com-
missioners then decided that a new prison should be built. Two of
them, Hannah Chickering of the Dedham Asylum for Discharged
Female Prisoners and Clara Leonard of the Springfield Home for
the Friendless, convened a public meeting in Boston and gathered
hundreds of signatures on petitions to the legislature. When law-
makers, reluctant to appropriate money for a women'’s prison, re-
jected the bill in 1873, the prison commissioners argued that a
women's prison would save money by reducing female crime.?!
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complained of the discouraging treatment offered by male correc-
tional officers, since even “good men regard a fallen woman as so
much worse than a [allen man that they involuntarily shrink from
association with her” and therefore do little toward her redemp-
tion. In a letter to the first national prison congress she amplified
her argument:

The public sentiment which condemns a woman to imprisonment and
entire loss of reputaiion, and then pronounces her reformation hope-
less, ... fills our penal institutions with women of this class. . . . While
men are constantly influenced by the expectation . . . [of becoming] vir-
tuous and useful members of society, it is impossible to bring the influ-
ence of such a hope upon the women, when there is no belief in the
possibility of such a change for them. The result is, the women go out
hopeless for themselves.?

Similarly, the Massachusetts prison commissioners concluded
that one evil of the existing system was having female prisoners
under the “immediate and entire control ol men” who had “little
or no faith in the possibility of their reformation.” Naturally, if
“looked upon as incapable of reformation” in prison, the commis-
sioners reasoned, inmates would lose heart and go back to “the
life” after they were released.? :

Thus the reformers argued that women would remain incurably
criminal unless they received a new form of treatment within the
correctional system. “We do not say or think more lenient,” they
pointed out, “but different. And at present the most prominent dif-
ference discernible is that they have for the most part poorer and
less desirable quarters, and are employed virtually as servants for
the men.”?” The alternative treatment reformers proposed repre-
sented an almost complete reversal of the patterns they were criti-
cizing. Rather than differential treatment which condemned
women, reformers called for greater help and better training to
convert the fallen into respectable women.

Reformers wanted not only to alter the traditional belief that
female criminals were more hardened than male offenders, they
wanted to portray imprisoned women as untapped resources who
had within them the cherished qualities of piety and purity. Only
the chrysalis of a degrading environment concealed their natural
womanhood. Healthier surroundings, both within and after prison,
would permit the metamorphosis from depravity to “true woman-
hood.” As the WPA wrote:
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We believe that woman in her deepest degradation
Holds something sacred, something undefiled;
And like the diamond in the dark, retains

Some quenchless gleam of the celestial light.»

Their vision of training derived from the ideal of female behav-
ior that had evolved during the nineteenth century. The virtues of
“true womanhood”—purity, piety, domesticity, and submissive-
ness—appealed to middle-class reformers. Their own socialization
had been accomplished by ladies’ magazines, domestic guides,
and academy or seminary courses in moral philosophy and do-
mestic economy. But those who were not exposed to this curricu-
lum, or who simply resisted it, were deviant women who required
retraining. Instructing them for feminine roles meant treating
women prisoners qua women, recognizing their innate femininity
and then encouraging it to blossom under the influences of wom-
anly sympathy and nurture. In essence, it meant extending the
middle-class woman's socialization to fallen women.

Although male criminals might be reformed as well, their prog-
ress required a form of retraining suitable to masculine jdeals of
work and discipline, like that found in the factory or military
model of penitentiaries. Consequently, even the new reformatories
for young men prided themselves on industrial arts classes, physi-
cal culture, and military drill.

Women, like children with whom they were often compared,
were more impressionable and called forth a special approach.
Their innocence could be restored by appealing to intuition, to
heart. “I think for women—I will not say for men—God's clear sun-
light softens the human heart,” one APA member remarked. Or, as
Massachusetts officials wrote, “Women need different manage-
ment from men; they are more emotional and more susceptible;
they are far less likely to be influenced by general appeals or force
of discipline, and are more open to personal treatment and the
influence of kindness.”?°

One of the staunchest advocates of differential treatment, prison
superintendent Ellen Cheney Johnson, recommended such “soft-
ening” influences on women prisoners as flowers, farm animals,
music, and visits to the infant nursery. Johnson speculated that
women'’s “different physical organization and consequent greater
nervous sensitiveness” made them “as a class more difficult to deal
with” and necessitated kinder treatment. Each woman retained
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spite of the regimentation imposed, the managers of the homes
insisted that the key to discipline lay in the familial patterns
which they adopted. As the Crittenton Homes' regulations ex-
plained: “Inmates when admitted are adopted into the family and
are expected to give the loving obedience of dutiful children to-
wards their parents.”

The analogy with youth echoed another model upon which re-
formers of fallen women relied. In the mid-nineteenth century, ju-
venile reformatories adopted the “family system” to cure delin-
quency. Domestic training had been applied to female orphans
and delinquents as early as 1800, but the introduction of the Eu-
ropean cottage plan for juvenile institutions in the late 1850s fur-
ther encouraged family-model care. In 1856 the Lancaster girls’
school in Massachusetts became the first reformatory in the
United States designed with smali buildings known as cottages
instead of dormitories or cell blocks. Boys' schools soon adopted
the family plan as well, and increasingly groups such as the Mas-
sachusetts Board of Charities were recommending that “in provid-
ing for the poor, the dependent, and the vicious, especially for the
young, we must take the ordinary family for our model” By the
1870s a number of institutions had adopted the domestic model,
or cottage system, for their designs.3¢

Separate women's prisons were established just when the do-
mestic model was gaining popularity. The Detroit House of Shel-
ter, as Emma Hall made clear, approximated in design and routine
the patterns of domestic life. A private room, “flowers, pictures,
music and home industries” would “create a desire for a perma-
nent home."3 In New York, Josephine Lowell rejected the silence
and hard labor of penitentiaries: “The reformatories must not be
prisons, which would crush out the life from those unfortunate
enough to be cast into them: they must be homes,—homes where
a tender care shall surround the weak and fallen creatures who
are placed under their shelter”3

According to Lowell the ideal reformatory would be set on a
large tract of land (from 250 to 500 acres) in order to prevent com-

women in each, under the charge of female officers. Training
would. include traditional women’s work: cooking, washing and
ironing, gardening, and milking cows. Lowell stressed that due at-
tention should be given to “mental and moral faculties” and to the
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physical health of the women. Like the Mount Joy prison and the
limira reformatory for young men, a graded system of residences
and progress to more privileged cottages would provide the incen-
tives “necessary to a hopeful life"* Citing encouraging news from
institutions that tried to implement familial routines, Lowell ap-
proached the New York State legislature to ask for a cottage plan
institution for voung adult female offenders.*

Largely due to her efforts, the Albany legislature passed a bill to
cstablish New York's first “House of Refuge” for women in 1881.
When appropriations were delayed, Lowell herself “bombarded”
the lawmakers with letters and pamphlets and won her battle. The
Hudson House of Refuge opened on 7 May 1887, the first cottage-
system adult female reformatory. Staffed almost entirely by women,
the institution embodied most of Lowell’s plans, including an in-
centive grading system, cottages, and domestic routines. “The idea
of a family and home life is carried out as far as possible in the
cottages,” the board of charities reported in 1888. “In the evening
they are gathered together in a circle, of which the supervisor and
assistant form the center. . .. The girls, while knitting or sewing,
profit by some appropriate reading or oral instruction”4 The Hud-
son House of Refuge was filled by 1889 and Lowell, along with
Abby Hopper Gibbons and other WPA members, began to press for
the establishment of two more New York women'’s reformatories.

Their WPA reports, testimony before the legislature, and sup-
port from the New York State Board of Charities helped establish
the Western House of Refuge at Albion, New York, which opened
in 1893. There, too, the management reported, “the regulations
governing the household will follow as closely as circumstances
permit those of any well regulated family of young people”* By
1892 the WPA had succeeded in securing legislation establishing a
third reformatory, to serve the New York City area but secluded in
Bedford Hills in Westchester County. Again insufficient appropria-
tions delayed construction, but the institution finally opened in
1901 .4

By 1900 methods to meet the distinctive needs of female pris-
oners—womanly sympathy, shelter, familial discipline, and do-
mestic training—had been adopted by institutions in Indiana,
Massachusetts, and New York. Although the separate women's in-
stitutions served only a small minority of all female prisoners,
most of whom remained in sexually mixed local jails, they repre-
sented the new ideals of prison methods. Like the homes for
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released prisoners, the new institutions embodied the reformers’
commitment to traditional definitions of womanhood. But while
upholding these traditional definitions, reformers were also at-
tacking barriers to women’s entry into male domains, for the final
goal of their movement was that women direct and control the
reformatory process, an innovation which met initial resistance
within the correctional profession.

Female Staff and Management

Elizabeth Fry insisted that prisons provide both separate women's
quarters and female attendants within them. Fearing that male

guards might abuse women prisoners, and reasoning that women
would provide sympathetic counsel and good examples for female
inmates, Fry advised: “It is absolutely essential to the proper order
and regulation of every prison, that the female prisoners should be
placed under the superintendence of officers of their own sex "+

American prisons adopted the practice of hiring matrons when
women’s departments were established in the first quarter of the
nineteenth century. Rachel Perijo held the first matron position in
1822 at the Baltimore penitentiary, where she offered industrial,
educational, and religious training to her female charges. In New
York, first at the Auburn penitentiary women'’s department and
later in the Sing Sing women'’s prison, matrons supervised female
inmates. By 1845, when Dorothea Dix toured American jails, she
found matrons in several Massachusetts houses of correction, at
Sing Sing, in Maryland and Pennsylvania jails, and at the Eastern
penitentiary.s

The early prison matrons, however, had neither the authority
nor the assignment to reform fallen women, and they were invari-
ably supervised by male officials. Most states still had too few fe-
male prisoners to warrant separate facilities and matrons, or they
simply never considered them necessary. By 1870, though, the
larger number of female inmates and women’s criticism of male
keepers raised new reasons to hire police and prison matrons.
Moreover, during the late nineteenth century, American women
were beginning to enter certain professions that were considered
logical extensions of their domestic and nurturing roles. In addi-
tion to teaching, nursing, and social work, correctional jobs joined
the list of acceptable women's careers after reformers successfully
argued the necessity of female staff in women'’s prisons.
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The major rationale for female staff was that men contributed
t». rather than cured, women's delinquency. Just as they had fo-
«used on men’s responsibility for female crime, so too did the
prison reformers point out the victimization of women within
(he criminal justice system. The indiscriminate arrest of women
who were alone on New York streets, for example, annoyed the
Women's Prison Association. Their reports cited examples of police
brutality en route to station houses, implying that potentially in-
nocent wornen were commonly being assaulted under the guise of
antiprostitution activity.*

Reformers claimed that arrested women faced further discrimi-
nation in trial and sentencing procedures. When Elizabeth Chace
visited court during a case of assault on a woman, she was dis-
mayed to find that not only the lawyers but even the judge treated
the victim more harshly than they did her male assailant. Simi-
larly, a female member of the Wisconsin charities board protested
the unequal treatment of prostitutes and their customers after a
police raid. “The male inmates are suffered to escape, or under an
alias, fined and discharged,’ she bemoaned. But the arrested
women, before their innocence or guilt had been determined, were
“dragged through the streets, and into open courts for trial!” Un-
less women had “protectors” to pay their fines, the court sentenced
them to jail, to be searched by men and possibly to be indoctri-
nated into the ways of crime.#’ In the opinion of these reformers,
the system of justice appeared more criminal than the acts of pros-
titution for which women were arrested.

More disturbing than the accusation of unjust convictions was
the sexual vulnerability of female prisoners. When women prison
reformers declared that prison degraded rather than reformed
women, they often spoke quite literally of sexual abuse. Hannah
Chickering protested male officers’ treatment of women, the WPA
lamented that male doorkeepers physically searched the “poorer
class” of female convicts, and the WCTU complained that male
jailers had the keys to women's quarters. In station houses and
prisons, Rhoda Coffin discovered, women were “huddled together
like cattle in a pen,’ easily viewed and often assaulted by men.
Josephine Shaw Lowell quoted a report about a jailer who “had
wantonly assaulted and degraded numerous young women pris-
oners; and, when sheriff ... had utterly brutalized three young
girls."#¢

At least one woman prisoner confirmed reformers’ fears that
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sexual abuse in prison undermined all hope of reform. Addie
Irving wrote to a woman prison visitor in 1866 that the warden of
Blackwell’s Island peni tentiary in New York City had locked her in
a room with a naval officer. The officer attempted to seduce her,
explaining “that the authorities sent him there” “Now I ask you,”
Irving wrote, “after being in such a contaminating place is it any
wonder i yealded [sic] to temptation again "4

”_I_,l,lﬁegitima‘t’e’gfrth,s within charitable and penal institutions,

¢ ~ng_);_,e_d..nin—-GarmIa"(:'fic":ut, Michigan, New York, Indiana, Tennessee,

New Jersey, and elsewhere, evidenced the extent of sexual activity
in mixed prisons.5 The Paucity of convictions of male keepers sug-
gests not so much that women were willing partners but, rather,
that many were powerless to accuse or prosecute their attackers.
One exposé of forced prostitution within a state prison did lead to
convictions of male officers for assault on female prisoners, and it
offers a rare insight into conditions within one of the worst mixed
institutions.

The Indiana state prison at Jeffersonville represented a re-
former’s nightmare. In this “vast bawdy house” a young male pris-
oner revealed, younger female prisoners were “subjected to the
worst of debasement at the hands of prison officials and guards,”
while the older ones were “obliged to do the work of al]” When the
warden “established the practice of concubinage,” his deputy and
other officers followed by making keys to the women’s quarters
and forcing the female inmates “to submit to their hellish out-
rages.” The convict who authored this exposé may have been the
same man who approached Charles and Rhoda Coffin when they
visited Jeffersonville in 1868 and begged them “for God's sake, do
something for those poor women, their condition is terrible” Sa-
distic beatings, rape, illegitimate births, “and more,” the chaplain
confirmed, had become part of the prison routine. A legislative in-
vestigation concluded that “the guards and other employees had
free access to the female convicts, that the treatment of them has
been disgusting, lecherous and brutal” These conditions moved
Rhoda Coffin to declare to an APA convention that women con-
fined in a men’s Prison “may be forced to minister to the lust of the
officers, or if they refuse, submit to the infliction of the lash until

/"they do. They are powerless, they are only convicts, and they do

not have redress.”s!

Although not €Very prison was as corrupt as the one in Indiana,
less-blatant abuses elsewhere angered women reformers. As in so-
ciety at large, they concluded, so within the process of criminal
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justice—men contributed to women's delinquency. Their response
cvidenced a growing reliance on feminist rhetoric to attack men’s
authority. As one reformer reminisced, the call to aid her fallen
sisters was in large part a response to what appeared to be male
dominance gone rampant: “Arrested by men, given into the hands
of men to be searched and cared for, tried by men, sentenced by
men, and committed to our various institutions for months and
cven years, where only men officials had access to them, and
where, in sickness or direst need, no womanly help or visitation
was expected or allowed.”s? To remedy this situation the women
offered an alternative: remove male influences by separating
women from male prisoners, male officers, and male guards; and
replace the demeaning influences of men with the uplifting force
of women.

In the police matron movement, one of the testing grounds for
this demand, reformers successfully argued that women's moral
force qualified them as prison guards. The WCTU had succeeded
in having matrons hired in several American cities between 1876
and 1888.52 In New York City, however, the WPA encountered resis-
tance to its campaign to require matrons wherever women were
detained by police* The men of the PANY opposed the WPA-
supported legislation on the grounds that female prisoners did not
suffer under men’s authority and, even if they did, female matrons
would be too weak to prevent abuse. PANY members especially
disliked the provisions that police matrons would have the same
salary as station-house keepers and the same right to trial before
removal.® Women reformers avoided the questions of salary and
status; they simply explained that women had special skills for
protecting and reforming the female prisoner. No matter how de-
praved or unmanageable the prisoner might be, “a man has no
right to go near her” Rather, she required “the shield of a pure
woman's presence—, one who could bring to bear a force, often
found more potent than muscular strength.” The Police Matrons
bill finally passed in 1888, though without mandatory status.5¢

Although some men agreed that women’s moral force, sensi-
tivity to their own sex, and domestic skills fit them for jobs in
women's prisons, many remained reluctant to grant women au-
thority over the new institutions.’” When Rhoda Coffin first sug-
gested to the APA in 1876 that a “woman’s prison should be en-
tirely under the control of women,” her audience expressed
discomfort. “1 believe with the lady that every institution should
be homelike,” one man responded, "but the home for women
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without men is not the home for me”* The APA congress refused
to accept Coffin’s paper. Similarly, state officials remained wary of
women’s authority. In Indiana, a male board of managers con-
trolled the finances of the women’s prison during its first years
and, according to Superintendent Sarah Smith, they encroached
on the internal management of the institution. In 1877 Indiana
reformers succeeded in installing an all-female board that was
“watched by suspicious eyes” until members proved themselves
competent. Massachusetts women'’s prison managers found it nec-
essary to respond to critics by claiming that female staff subdued
_difficult prisoners “as successfully as if inmates had been under
" the control of men, and we believe, with better results to the char-
acter.”?

Only a constant defense of the new women’s prisons, argued at
APA and NCCC meetings and in annual reports, convinced the
profession that women had both the right and the ability to con-
trol their own institutions. The equality they won, however, rested
firmly on the belief in a separate female sphere. Men who toured
the Massachusetts women's prison in 1881 became convinced that
‘women can govern women”® As Pennsylvania prison chaplain

.J. Milligan confessed: “For ten years I have been doubting that

the only persons to take charge of a female prison, were females. . . .

But yesterday, I must say, that all my objections vanished into thin

air"¢! The next year Milligan criticized his colleagues who re-

mained skeptical of prisons “unreservedly in the hands of women.”

He exemplified the reasoning behind the gradual acceptance of

women’s prisons when he explained that they offered “the methods

in nearest alliance with honest and pure home life. Girls and

women should be trained to adorn homes with the virtues which

make their lives noble and enobling. It is only in this province, that

they may most fittingly fill their mission"® The domestic basis of
differential treatment proved to be the most convincing defense
for women’s prisons.

Both the NCCC and the APA followed Milligan's lead as mem-
bers converted to the cause of female-controlled prisons. By the
time Rhoda Coffin addressed the APA on the subject in 1885, dele-
gates accepted a stronger statement of support.®* By 1891 the
NCCC acknowledged that female staff and management worked
well in Massachusetts and Indiana, The organization listed as rea-
sons for appointing women managers of state institutions that
“woman’s superior knowledge of domestic economy” would
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. educe state expenses, while in justice to female inmates, staff and
nanagement of the same sex offered sympathetic counsel and rep-
iesentation of women's own interests.®

13v the 1890s the defense of women's prisons had been successfully
accomplished. Separate penal institutions, run by and for women,
and police matrons in major cities, supplemented the homes for
Jischarged prisoners and the prison visiting of the antebellum pe-
riod. The male prison reformers had gradually granted equal sta-
tus to women and their institutions on the grounds that they con-
stituted a separate female sphere within the correctional system.
The legitimacy of women’s prisons rested on women's uniquely
feminine components—on their domesticity, their emotional sen-
sitivity, and their greater moral force. Even as women encroached
on men’s professional world, they thus remained limited to the
traditional feminine realm. As Milligan explained: “Home! a home
is the place for the woman; there she belongs exclusively. Then
make a reformatory like a home, educate her to that standard, and
it is possible to train her for a home, in a home.”®

The women’s prisons established in the 1870s and 1880s set
standards that survived almost intact for the next century. Differ-
ential treatment of women prisoners remained a central principle
of American corrections until a new feminist approach emerged in
the 1970s. Although the “separate but equal” argument long out-
lived its usefulness in justifying women's control of their own pris-
ons, it cannot be totally dismissed as the anachronism it later be-
came. In the end, the arguments based on difference furthered the
breakdown of the separate spheres by enabling middle-class
women to work and to assume authority in the public sphere. The
principle of differential treatment of women provided an effective
rationale to counter resistance to the reformers’ entry into the
public sphere while not conflicting with these nineteenth-century
women'’s deeply held sexual ideology. In contrast to the few egali-
tarian feminists of their era, most prison reformers believed that
they were different from men. Their faith in a common woman-
hood encouraged their concern for women prisoners; their discov-
ery of sexual exploitation in prisons gave them good reason to be-
lieve that substituting keepers of their own sex would improve
prison life for women. ‘

The results of the “separate but equal” ideology, however, were
as contradictory as were the reformers’ plans for feminine prisons.






Chapter 4

The Women's Prison Environment

In 1877, a new resident of the Massachusetts Refor-
matory Prison for Women wrote home to her sister: “1 wish thee
could see me! I cannot describe my surrounds. I might as well be
in the desert of Sahara—for human companionship at this mo-
ment.—no, hark! in the distance 1 hear the rumble of a railway
train, which means life. But I am separated from it by a high red
fence—and from the other inmates of this building by wings—and
corridors and doors."!

Although she came as a paid staff member, Dr. Eliza Mosher
knew when she wrote these words that she was in prison. Her ini-
tial impressions offer a hint of how the buildings, their location,
and their inhabitants must have affected the newcomers to wom-
en's prisons. Measured by Mosher’s sentiments, the task of cre- = _
ating a homelike, reformatory environment posed a great chal-”
lenge to prison reformers and administrators.

Both internal and external constraints contributed to this chal-
lenge. Within their own movement, reformers found themselves in
a new relationship to prisons and prisoners once they had estab-
lished their own institutions. Previously, they had criticized pris-
ons from the outside, either as visitors, advocates for released in-
mates, or members of state correctional boards. Now, however, the
reformers were inside, as keepers. Their very jobs constrained
them as critics. Even as they remained sympathetic to the women
under their care, they had to defend their institutions to the state
officials who controlled their budgets and commitment policies.
These external agencies—state legislatures, courts, and boards of
‘Control—imposed numerous constraints on prison funding, de-
sign, hiring, and inmate commitments,

As a result of both kinds of limitations, the histories of the first
women's prisons, from approximately 1870 to 1910, reveal a nar-
rowing of reformers’ visions. The process of compromise first be-
came evident in the creation of the women'’s prison environment—
design, staff, and inmates—which is discussed in this chapter. The
internal life of the institutions, the subject of chapter five, further
illustrates the problems of implementing feminine prison reform.

67
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Prison Design

Architectural design had been an important component of Ameri-
can prison reform since Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon of 1787 in-
fluenced the plans of the first state penitentiaries. Massive, impos-
ing structures from the outside, the prisons built in the early
nineteenth century reflected the goals of isolation, order, and dis.
cipline that were enforced within them. Central buildings housed
administration and services, and from them emanated wings of
long hallways with tiers of cell blocks easily viewed by guards.
Miniscule cells, averaging ffty square feet, housed prisoners in iso-
lation from each other. Like cogs in a machine, inmates moved
according to strict schedules and, ideally, remained silent at all
times. Even the late nineteenth-century reformatories, which re-
jected the punitive objectives of earlier institutions, retained their
disciplinary goals. Reformatory design included greater speciali-
zation of interior space, with numerous workshops, classrooms,
and usually a gymnasium, and with courtyards and a parade
ground between buildings. But all these areas remained enclosed
within an outer wal] .2

When women's prisons were constructed, their designs reflected
a mixture of traditional and newer domestic styles. To a limited
degree, the plans followed Lowell’s recommendations. In 1877 the
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linen, not the typical bare cot, adorned each room. Well-behaved
inmates could decorate their quarters, enjoy unbarred windows,
and have wood slats instead of grating on their doors. Room size
and location was determined by a merit system, with six-by-ten-
foot rooms for most and nine-by-ten-foot rooms for the honor
class.4

The New York refuges at Hudson and Albion adopted the cottage
plan. The numerous small structures there made it easier to clas-
sify inmates and to approximate domestic life. The Hudson House
of Refuge, set on 40 acres in northeastern New York State, had four
cottages at its opening in 1887 and added three more later. Each
cottage housed twenty-six inmates and officers and included a
kitchen and dining room. “The ‘cottages’ are fitted up as nearly as
possible like an average family home,” the Charities Review ob-
served. In later years, the board of managers assigned the cottages
names instead of the original numbers “in furtherance of its plans
to free the institution from the appearance of a place of imprison-
ment.” The institution also had a main building with office, work,
and school rooms. Similarly, the Western House of Refuge opened
in 1893 on a 100-acre campus adjacent to a park. It provided seven
residential cottages, surrounded by ten other buildings.

Indiana’s prison, situated on 15.6 acres in Indianapolis, con-
sisted of a superintendent’s residence connected to a traditional
congregate prison with a central administrative section and two
wings. One housed forty to sixty adult felons in cells 8-by-11V feet.
The other had a capacity for 200 juvenile offenders. The two divi-
sions had separate facilities, except for a common chapel located
in the girls’ school wing.¢

In Massachusetts, New York, and Indiana, the women's prisons
rejected the penitentiary plan of individual seclusion. Specialized
interior rooms encouraged inmates to circulate throughout the
prison to the chapels, workrooms, libraries, and infirmaries. Ac-
cess to the outdoors also helped “naturalize” the settings. At each
of the institutions, even the one in downtown Indianapolis, offi-
cials encouraged inmates to cultivate the prison gardens. In Mas-
sachusetts and New York the presence of children contributed to a
domestic atmosphere. The former provided a nursery for infants
born within the institution until they reached age two. The West-
ern House of Refuge at Albion had a separate cottage for mothers
and infants. Babies remained there until “suitably placed” in fami-
lies, where mothers could reclaim them after their release.?

Unfortunately, these innovations could not compensate for the
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limitations of traditional prison design. Of the four women'’s pris-
ons constructed during the nineteenth century, two—in Fra-
mingham and Indianapolis—were traditional congregate build-
ings: massive stone structures with wings containing rows of
rooms. Only the New York Houses of Refuge used the cottage plan.
Furthermore, all four of the institutions suffered from inadequa-
cies in design resulting from shortsighted economic concerns and
inexperience in structuring adult reformatories_®

The Indiana and Massachusetts prisons ignored the call for
“family-style” designs. Stone walls and elevated fences enclosed
their grounds, while double doors and iron gratings further in-
sured prison security and discouraged efforts to provide a domes-
tic atmosphere. Punishment cells, sometimes in the basement,
revealed the expectation that intransigent prisoners would be
beyond the reach of moral suasion. The Massachusetts edifice, de-
spite the contention that it was a “beautiful, castle-like building,
surrounded by ample grounds,” more nearly resembled a “grim,
dark, ‘bastille’-like structure”® Even at the Hudson refuge a
ninety-six cell prison building housed new arrivals and punish-
ment cases.

Although the founders of women's prisons called for vocational,
medical, and child-care services, it became painfully apparent in
the first few years of institutional life that insufficient space ham-
pered their provision. The New York Houses of Refuge lacked
chapels, assembly rooms;and adequate school rooms. Indiana of-
ficials soon found the combined girls’ school and women’s prison
inadequate and regretted their failure to provide a library and
enough schoolrooms. The Massachusetts prison hospital was over-
crowded within a year of its opening. In both of the congregate-
system prisons it was nearly impossible to classify inmates satis-
factorily within one building. Massachusetts employed different
wings for the various grades of prisoners, but Indiana officials had
no means of separating classes of inmates. !0

Separate female prisons, then, were handicapped from the out-
set by inadequate buildings and poor planning. The congregate-
Prison design was more economical to construct and more condu-
cive to the supervision of a large number of inmates, and so in
spite of the commitment to reformatory design, it, rather than the
campus-style cottage plan, prevailed in Massachusetts and Indi-
ana.'! Major concerns of classifying inmates and providing special
services were impeded by the limitations of space in these prisons.
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Even in the cottage-plan reformatories, medical and educational
lacilities were often too limited to meet institutional needs.

Management and Staff

The first women's prisons were somewhat more successful in
realizing their goals of female control than in realizing those of
design, but only after an initial period of struggle to oust male
managers. At first men maintained ultimate authority over the In-
diana and Massachusetts prisons, and male physicians served in
New York and Indiana. Their presence contradicted the theory
that women'’s problems, whether medical or emotional, could best
be treated by members of the same sex. Other men worked at each
institution, not only to calm fears that inmates would overrun
their too-gentle female keepers, but also to perform engineering,
firefighting, and carpentry tasks for which there were few women
available.”?

It was not easy to attract capable women who were willing to
direct prisons. In Massachusetts, where the governor appointed
prison superintendents, and in New York, which early relied on
civil service to recruit officers, the first “professionals” chosen did
not necessarily meet the standards of competency and kindness
that reformers had set. The Massachusetts prison commissioners,
for example, included the problem of finding suitable administra-
tors among the “great disadvantages” at Framingham in 1879,
suggesting their disappointment with Eudora Atkinson, the first
superintendent.!?* Low salaries, too, created “great difficulty in se-
curing officers,” and resulted in frequent turnover of personnel. At
one point the Hudson House of Refuge had to close its schoolrooms
for lack of teachers and Massachusetts governors had to cajole
women into accepting the apparently unpopular position of super-
intendent.}4

Gradually, however, official constraints on female control eased
and new personnel entered the institutions. Indiana rejected its
male board of managers in 1877, and in 1883, along with Massa-
chusetts, it dispensed with the male-held office of treasurer-
steward. Women doctors joined the Indiana and New York prisons
during the 1880s and 1890s and continued to serve at Fra-
mingham. In Indiana a “nightwatch-woman” joined the staff.!s

By 1900 the managers of the women's reformatories could boast
the attainment of female control. “Every officer, from the head
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down to the lowest matron, is a female,” explained Warren Spald-
ing, Massachusetts prison commission secretary, “and no man goes
into the institution for any official business whatever” Not only
could the women workers “hitch up a horse as readily as a man,’
superintendent Sarah Keely of Indiana told charity workers, but
in spite of the presence of difficult inmates, “we have found that
women are just as able to govern unruly women as men ¢

The acceptance of female authority seemed to be based as much
on women'’s ability to control prisoners as on their feminine skills
in reforming them, and this attitude influenced the goals for
women’s prisons. Just as women’s prison structures resembled tra-
ditional penal institutions’, so, gradually, the goals of women's
prison administrators came to approximate those of other penal
reformers. At first, feminine solicitude seemed to prevail in Indi-
ana, under superintendent Sarah Smith, and in Massachusetts. In
the latter state, the different personal styles of the early adminis-
trators reveal the shift toward more orthodox methods that oc-
curred during the last part of the century. They illustrate as well
how individual superintendents could shape institutional life and
how they were affected by it.

Eliza Mosher had never intended to enter prison work. Born in
1846 into a Quaker family in New York State, she studied medicine
at the New England Women's Hospital in Boston and the Univer-
sity of Michigan. She later practiced in Poughkeepsie, New York,
where she volunteered to work with boys at a local church. In 1877
Mosher entered the women’s reformatory at Framingham as the
prison physician. Her initial impressions, cited at the opening of
this chapter, revealed how isolating and alienating her new home
could be. Still, Mosher found comfort in her well-furnished quar-
ters and looked forward to the chance to equip a small hospital
and help steer the new institution. Soon she had decided to stay,
insisting that “I have consecrated myself anew to my Master, for
service here!”\?

Her first year as prison physician sorely tested that commit-
ment. Venereal disease, insanity, drug addiction, and births of il-
legitimate or syphilitic infants overwhelmed her. Moreover, super-
intendent Atkinson, who had initially impressed Mosher with her
“elegance,” proved to be an obstacle. Atkinson interfered with
medical procedures in the hospital and, in Mosher's view, inflicted
“unduly severe punishment”—an average of ten cases of solitary
confinement each day.!* While Atkinson “hindered and oppressed”
the doctor and other staff members, Mosher and her ally, chaplain
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Sarah Pierce, met with the inmates to attempt reformatory treat-
ment. “I had such a satisfactory time reading to some of the
women this afternoon,” the doctor wrote. “When I was done with
the story they asked me to read in the Bible to them and pray, and
I think they really were stirred for the time being. But alas that it
is so evanescent.”?

Such hopes and doubts recurred throughout Mosher’s career.
She shared earlier reformers’ sympathies for the lot of the fallen
woman, but she often felt helpless to relieve it. She had alternately
been shocked and disappointed when inmates’ “good intentions”
were lost “the first time a temptation” came. But, Mosher added,
“They are morally deformed, these women! How far are they re-
sponsible for their actions?” Like earlier reformers, she increas-
ingly answered that they were not to blame. As the prison official
most aware of their physical health she often cited disease and
what she considered the “tainted” inheritance of alcoholism or ve-
nereal infection as the root of inmates’ problems. Privately she
wrote: “I feel so unspeakably thankful for the purity of all the par-
ents who are pure. Oh you have no idea of the things which I come
in contact with daily! The wretched lives, the hardened—and even
lost image of the Maker. Tender spots, covered with rubbish tho’
they may be, are often to be found, but the response is lost amid
the influences which surround them even here.”2°

The pressures of work, the antagonism of superintendent Atkin-
son, and the deaths of both chaplain Pierce and a close relative
caused Mosher to resign in September 1879. But, after visiting her
family and traveling to Europe, she returned to Framingham
within a year, when Governor John Davis Long threatened to ap-
point a male superintendent if Mosher would not accept the posi-
tion. Although she only served from 1880 to 1882, Mosher had a
significant impact on the institution. After her first year in office,
the prison commissioners found that the institution was “now
doing the work for which it was established in a much more sat-
isfactory manner than heretofore."?'

Now the highest ranking official at the reformatory, Mosher at-
tempted to improve the conditions that had irritated her as prison
doctor. Contrary to the common practice (then and now) of refer-
ring to inmates as girls, she indicated her respect by calling them
“women,’ “the ladies,” or “the prisoners.” She instituted a merit
grading-system, attracted new staff members, and attempted to
provide “individual teaching and training.” In her first year as su-
perintendent, Mosher organized numerous “entertainments” for
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inmates, including speeches by feminists like Lucy Stone, talks by
Governor Long, and readings, musical performances, and recita-
tions. She began the practice of inviting students from nearby
Wellesley College to visit prisoners and, along with their profes-
sors, to entertain inmates on Thanksgiving.22

As Mosher would have been the first to admit, it is difficult to
evaluate her efforts. In a characteristic moment of doubt she wrote
that “it is so hard to know how much is superficial and how much
is heartfelt in the words and actions of those under our care” But
if the strength of personal commitment provides any measure of
the prison’s development, enthusiasm for the institution grew un-
der Mosher. “This is a work which tries women's souls (and men’s,
when they do it),” she once wrote to her niece. But in the end she
persisted: “This is a wonderful field! As thee said Hannah last sum-
mer, it grows upon me. Am I doing the work day by day as it ought
to be done. God knows I want to. And truly I am doing it for Him."23

In spite of frequent longings to return to medicine and to her
family, Mosher continued her administrative work until 1882,
when a serious knee injury forced her home to recuperate. Al-
though she returned on crutches to supervise the institution, the
election of Benjamin Butler as governor of the state, she claimed,
took “a great deal of pleasure out of state work” for her. She re-
signed in April 1882 .24

Butler had little sympathy for the women’s prison and threat-
ened to cut off its appropriations or appoint a male superinten-
dent. The only woman he would accept for the position was Clara
Barton, whose labors on the Civil War battlefields had won the
former general’s respect. Barton at first refused to relinquish her
work for the International Red Cross, but with the encouragement
of other women reformers, including Mary Livermore, Frances
Willard, Marion Talbot, and Ellen Johnson, she agreed to serve and
reluctantly remained at Framingham for nine months, until But-
ler had left office.?s

Barton’s reluctance to accept the superintendency did not seem
to hinder her enthusiasm for the work. She made clear to inmates
that her door was open t6 them and encouraged the women to
write her whatever requests, problems, or experiences they wished
to share and to make appointments to speak with her. Many did
approach the superintendent, and whenever possible she tried to
resolve their legal or personal difficulties. Inmates responded with
lavish affection, and several formed friendships with her which
continued through correspondence after their release. Barton

: :«.;..ir‘.&-u}
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meanwhile handled state officials as effectively as she did women
prisoners. She kept Governor Butler and prison visitor Burnham
Wardwell, both skeptics about the institution, at bay. She was
partly responsible for the success of the legislation that abolished
the male-held office of treasurer-steward.? She furthered the pro-
fessionalization of women’s prison reform both by assuming finan-
cial management of the prison and by disappointing observers
who had expected her to serve without salary.?” By the time Barton
left, even Benjamin Butler concluded that “fit women are the fit-
test to take care of women.% '

Although Barton was anxious to return to her work for the Red
Cross at the end of the year, she wrote with extreme fondness of
the women on her staff and in her care when she left Framingham.
Both groups had enjoyed her presence and regretted her depar-
ture. “There was not one of whom I could ask forgiveness,” Barton
wrote in a letter shortly after leaving, “for I had offended none, and
nore have offended me.” This evaluation continued, with overtones
of the superiority of feminine prison reform:

I knew then, as I know now, that 1 could conduct that prison from one
vears end to the other, holding it in good, and ever increasing order,
without a punishment. [Alnd if “Reformation” ever comes to any, it
must come under such elevating influences, and conditions of self-
respect, self reliance, honor, love and trust:—penalties, degradation,
distrust, disgrace never yet reformed any human being, and the more
Reformatory people come to understand and regard that fact the better
it will be for their work.®

It is unfortunate that the women's prisons could not attract and
retain more administrators like Clara Barton and Eliza Mosher.
Not only did they respect and comfort inmates, but they also
maintained good working relationships with their staffs, making
it more likely that qualified women would join them. However
Mosher and Barton were exceptional, two of the outstanding
women of their generation. Neither of them remained in the insti-
tutions, where they had felt as imprisoned as the women in their
care. Each went on to accomplish broader humanitarian and
women's reforms. Whether it was the low pay, the uncomfortable
living conditions, or the questionable status of the work which re-
pelled more qualified women is indeterminable. In any case, later
staff members had difficulty living up to the early standards of
feminine care.

More typical of the administrators who would dominate the



i

76 |/ THEIR SISTERS' KEEPERS

women’s prisons until the early twentieth century was Ellen Che-
ney Johnson, who succeeded Barton at Framingham. From 1884
until her death in 1899, Ellen Johnson ruled at Framingham
and made herself the spokesperson for women’s prison reform
throughout the country. As a newspaperman analyzing her por-
trait once wrote, Johnson had “a good combination of the feminine
and the masculine . . . which qualifies her to comprehend all sides
of human life and enables her to dominate her own sex and lead
the other”* At Framingham she indeed combined the sympathy
and domesticity of feminine reform with traditional penal con-
cerns: discipline, control, and efficient management.

As a member of the prison commission that successfully argued
for a separate institution in the 1870s, Ellen Johnson was a central
figure in the establishment of the Massachusetts women'’s refor-
matory. She maintained close contact with the managers after it
opened, occasionally taking charge when the superintendent was
ill or away, and locating homes for released inmates and their chil-
dren. Her frequent offers to aid Clara Barton were sometimes cou-
pled with apologies for interfering in the superintendent’s work,
for Johnson was sensitive to her own need to find worthwhile ac-
tivities to occupy her. She had been lonely and depressed since her
husband’s death in 1881 and turned to her work for solace. “There
is no place so dear to me as that Prison now,” she wrote to Barton,
Even on vacation, Johnson confessed, “my mind often wanders
back to the Prison,” and to thoughts of uplifting an inmate, so that
“at night I should not feel so absolutely good for nothing”*

After Barton resigned in January 1884, Johnson became super-
intendent. Enthusiastically she proceeded to organize the institu-
tion around the theme of training for self-control. Johnson saw no
contradiction in the tasks of reforming and disciplining prisoners.
For her, rehabilitation came through control, first by the prison
routine, and then by the inmates themselves. The prisoner “must
learn to do right without compulsion or she will cease to do right
when the compelling force is gone” Johnson’s methods, nonethe-
less, were compelling. She combined a merit system with strict
discipline and appeals to inmates’ emotions. Her dual precepts
were: “No lesson is more important than that which teaches re-
spect for the law, and dread of its wrath. At the same time, it is a
fundamental point in our theory that every criminal can be won
by gentleness and patience 3

Of the two strains, Johnson emphasized the need for discipline,
not only among inmates but with her staff as well. Some workers



Women's Prison Environment [/ 77

complained about their duties and resented Johnson's supervision.
They breathed a sigh of relief when she was absent for a day and
thought longingly of former superintendent Barton’s “words of
cheer and comfort”** The same methods which drove these
women away, however, gave legitimacy to women'’s prisons in the
opinion of others. The Massachusetts legislature, for instance, de-
cided with Johnson’s administration that the prison which many
“regarded as an experiment, may now be said to have attained a
degree of success far exceeding the most sanguine expectations of
its projectors.”3 Their acceptance signaled that only with a heavy
dose of traditional prison methods would women's work in the
profession be considered legitimate.

The Massachusetts Reformatory Prison for Women may have
been unique in the fame achieved by some of its administrators,
but its history suggests several themes common to all of the insti-
tutions: first, women’s prison reform became, in fact, a mixture of
“masculine” and “feminine” concerns; second, the personality of a
superintendent largely determined correctional treatment; and
third, the new prisons were hard-pressed to find adequate staff. At
least three women turned down the superintendency in Massachu-
setts, and only the threat of the appointment of a male head com-
pelled the services of Mosher and Barton. Those who did remain,
like Johnson, may have needed institutional work-—for personal or
financial reasons—too desperately to leave.

In Indiana and New York, as well, the search for competent staff
repeatedly troubled the managers of the women'’s prisons. At the
Western House of Refuge, not only were there difficulties finding
teachers, but at one point the entire board resigned over criticisms
of their mismanagement. The state prison commissioners ad-
mitted “serious embarrassment from [the] difficulty of procuring
satisfactory officers from the Civil Service list for assistant ma-
trons and assistant superintendent,” and attributed the problem
to both hard work and low pay.’® In Indiana, after a decade during
which Sarah Smith had continued the religious uplift of her for-
mer rescue work, the women's prison faced recurrent conflicts be-
tween managers and staff. Superintendent Sarah Keely failed to
gain the respect of her subordinates, one of whom lamented in
1892 that “there is not the good done that use to be [sic]."3¢ Mem-
bers of the board of managers agreed, accusing Keely of unethical
practices and harsh punishments. She responded with counter-
accusations that board members misused state funds and inter-
fered with prison discipline. The next superintendent, Emily



78 / THEIR SISTERS’' KEEPERS

Rhodes, faced similar charges, including specific accusations of
negligence leading to inmates’ escapes; cruelty in tying women up
in cold cells; refusal to parole those due to leave; and “working the
women to death.”3’ ' s
The record of female correctional personnel during the late nine-
teenth century, then, was decidedly mixed. Women: didachieve
control over the penal institutions they had established and
helped make prison administration a new female vocation. How-
ever they did so in part by identifying with traditional prison stan-
dards. Gradually the nurturing approach of Eliza Mosher and
Clara Barton became heavily tempered by the disciplined control
emphasized by Ellen Johnson. Moreover, there were perhaps too
few qualified female correctional workers to run the institutions,
and those hired were both poorly paid and overworked. Without
the infusion of new ideas and experiences, the reformatories often
succumbed to stagnation. Though women had gained the right to
run their own prisons, they had yet to establish a pool of qualified
persons to do the work in the manner reformers had envisioned.

Inmates

One of the prerequisites set by reformers for successful women'’s
prisons were inmates who seemed open to reformatory treatment.
Only a small minority of all women criminals could be accommo-
dated by the new institutions (most would remain in jails, houses
of correction, or state prisons).* Those who were young, who were
relatively unhardened, who had committed misdemeanors, or
who had been the victims of difficult circumstances were the most
desirable prisoners.

Each state used different criteria for commitment to its women'’s
prisons. At the Indiana institution, approximately - fifty adult- fe-
male felons entered annually to serve lengthy sentences—up to
life—in the prison wing of the building. (Misdemeanant women
remained in local jails.) The reformatory wing housed a girls’
school for incorrigibles, petty offenders, and neglected children
under the age of six.* In contrast, the New York houses of refuge
for women at Hudson and Albion represented halfway measures
between juvenile reformatories and adult prisons. They annually
admitted several hundred misdemeanant women between the
ages of Afteen and thirty, ages chosen to “include women likely to
have children.” Sentences ranged, with a high of five years.®
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While the Indiana prison admitted only felons and the New York
refuges concentrated on young misdemeanants, the Massachusetts
Reformatory Prison for Women at Framingham accepted pris-
oners for crimes ranging from stubbornness to murder. For most
crimes against public order or chastity, the courts were required
to commit women to this institution. If the prison was not full, the
court also could transfer women prisoners from jails and houses of
correction. Framingham officials resented this provision, claiming
that many women sent there were unfit for its treatment. Women
officials preferred to take “those who have but recently begun lives
of crime, than those who have spent years in prisons and alms-
houses, until they have lost ambition for better lives.”

Who, in fact, did fill the women'’s prisons? Were they the “re-
formables,” or habitual criminals, or both? Did they represent the
female prison populations of their states or were they a select
group? What characteristic types of inmates did the prisons serve?

The detailed statistics kept by several institutions provide a
composite view of the inmates which can be broken down to ac-
count for individual variations. Table 3 presents an overview of
the populations of the women’s prisons from their openings until
approximately 1910.4? In general, the majority of inmates were un-
der age twenty-five, white, and native-born, although often of im-
migrant parents. Nearly two-thirds had been married at some
time in their lives, but half of these were widowed, divorced, or
separated at the time of their incarceration. As prison officers
pointed out, the family life of those who were married was erratic,
or, as they put it, “fruitful of the worst possible evils.”4* Most of the
women had no prior convictions, and those who did usually had
only one, often for drunkenness. The crimes for which they were
serving in New York and Massachusetts were minor—under 20
percent had committed dangerous offenses against person or prop-
erty. Drunkenness and prostitution alone accounted for about half
of the commitments (table 4).

In some respects, the prisoners in the all-female institutions of
Massachusetts and New York differed from women in otl.er penal
institutions in those states (table 5). For example, fewer foreign-
born inmates appeared in the reformatories than appeared in the
total state prison populations. The age groups represented at
Framingham and at the New York refuges were predominantly
younger than the total female convict group. The high percentage
of single women, particularly in New York, reflected the lower age
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overall proportion of female offenders against person or property
in Massachusetts and New York—between 15 and 20 percent—is
<imilar to the proportion in the women's institutions. Indiana sta-
tistics are exceptional for in that state the women's prison took
only the most serious offenders.*

TABLE 4. Types of Offenses Committed by Inmates of Separate
Women'’s Prisons: Massachusetts, Indiana, and New York

New York
Massachusetts Indiana  (Albion)
Offense % % %
Public Order
Vagrancy 4 KX]
Drunkenness 38 8
1dle and disorderly 10 3
Stubborn (child) 4 1
Other i ]
Total 57 46
Chastity
Prostitution 13 —_
Lewd, wanton, and lascivious 7 —_
Olher ___7_ fell
Total 27 36
Person or Property
Larceny 11 72 16
Assault 1 2
Murder 9
Arson 2
Other 4 150 A
Total 16 100 17

Sources: Massachusetts: inmate sample, 1877-1912, from “History of Inmates,” at
Massachusetts Correctional Institution, Framingham, Mass. (comparison with ag-
gregate annual offenses shows discrepancy of less than 5 percent); Indiana: mean
of annual aggregate data in Indiana Woman's Prison, Annual Reports, 1873-1908;
New York: mean of annual aggregate data, Western House of Refuge, Annual Re-
ports, 1893-1900, and records of all admissions, 1904-1909, in Minutes of Board of
Managers meetings, Executive Department, Board of Officers of State Institutions,
New York State Library, Albany.

a. Total only, not broken down by offense.
b. Includes some public order.
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This overview demonstrates that the inmates of the new women'’s
institutions differed only slightly from other imprisoned women,
but the distinctions that did exist were important to the reform-
ers: inmates at the new prisons were often young morals offenders
who fit the reformers’ definition of fallen women in need of aid. A
sample of case records from Framingham confirms the profile: the
women there were predominantly white, young, and American-
born. The typical sentence was less than two years for a minor
offense against public order. Most inmates had some formal .edu-
cation before the age of fourteen, when they began to work, 37
percent of them as domestic servants and 39 percent in factories
and mills. Usually, but with notable exceptions, a first conviction

TABLE 5. Characteristics of Female Prisoners in All Penal Institutions,
by Percentage of Institutional Population: United States, Massachusetts,
New York, and Indiana, 1880, 1890

U.S. Mass. N.Y. Ind.
1880 1890 1890 1890 1890
Age
Under 20 1145 13.74 7.89 9.84 23.21
Under 25 26.20 25.42 53.57
Race
White 75.06 62.42 97.06 64.07 79.46
- Nativity
Foreign born 34.13 36.14 57.30 49.80 3.57
Offense*
Person 9.46 12.02 3.97 5.61 16.96
Property 23.72 20.69 13.37 14.54 48.21
Public order 9.89 50.26 4.46
Chastity 55.68 59.83 70.99 26.01 25.89
Other 11.14 7.46 2.67 3:65 4.46

Sources: 1880: United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Report on
the Defective, Dependent, and Delinquent Classes of the Population of the United
States, F. H. Wines, special agent (Washington, 1888), “Statistics of Crime,” pp.
477-574; 1890: United States Department of the Interior, Census Office, Report on
Crime, Pauperism and Benevolence in the United States at the Eleventh Census: 1890,
Frederick H. Wines, special agent {Washington, D.C., 1895), pp. 3, 12-24, 45,

a. Offense categories have been rearranged from the United States Census listings
to match as nearly as possible those used by the prisons studied; thus the crimes
under public order and chastity may differ, and the two groups should be consid-
ered as one category. Rounding error accounts for totals ranging from 99 1o 101
percent. Because the 1910 census combined juvenile and adult prisoners, the data
are not presented here.
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brought them to the reformatory, where they remained for an av-
crage stay of one year.®

The inmates by no means comprised a homogeneous group,
however, for distinctions among types of offenders were signifi-
cant. The Massachusetts records provide sufficient evidence to
analyze the types of female criminals who entered that prison. Al-
though they do not represent all women offenders, they do shed
light on the problems faced by the women’s prisons. An analysis of
published annual aggregate statistics, a sample of 640 prisoner
records, and a study of 2,000 inmates conducted by Dr. Eliza
Mosher % reveal the characteristics of three classes of offenders.

The women in the first category, offenders against public order,
were clearly not the intended beneficiaries of reformatory treat-
ment, as the case of Mary M. suggests.#” Committed for drunken-
ness at age sixty, she was Irish-born of “good parents.” She had
married forty years before, and six of her nine children were dead.
Mary could not find work, and her “bad” husband lived with other
women and beat her “terribly.” For the past ten years she had been
intemperate periodically. Her case was typical of offenders against
public order, the majority of whom were committed for drunken-
ness. They were older than the other inmates, having a mean age
of thirty, with the highest proportion over age twenty-one. Like
Mary M., half were foreign-born, particularly Irish. About three-
fourths had married. Dr. Mosher found among this group the high-
est incidence of syphilis, alcoholism, insanity, illiteracy, and
recidivism in the prison, with a recommitment rate of over 70
percent.*

Prison officials seemed sympathetic to these women as victims,
in spite of their pasts and their poor chances of reformation. A
forty-eight-year-old Irish widow, for instance, had been intemper-
ate all of her eleven years in the United States. Her previous sen-
tences included fourteen trips to Deer Island, the city penitentiary,
and one term at the House of Correction. She asked the judge to
send her to Framingham, and officials there recorded that she was
“anxious to reform.” Another drunkard, age thirty-nine, had be-
come intemperate some time after entering the mills at age thir-
teen. Yet her record claimed that “she never drank until after mar-
riage” Apparently these older alcoholic women were given the
benefit of the doubt by their keepers.

Different backgrounds characterized the second group of in-
mates, the chastity offenders—nightwalkers, adulteresses, or “lewd,
wanton and lascivious” women. Younger, with a mean age of
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twenty-six, usually single, separated, or divorced; they were often
American-born (50 to 66 percent), or from Britain or.Canada. Mar-
garet T, for instance, a common nightwalker, age twenty-four, was
American-born of “good parents,” both of whom had died. She had
attended school (as had many of this group) and then married, but
had not seen her husband for two years. Her ‘sentence was a mere
four months. A ‘less-hopeful but not unusual case ‘was. Annie B.
Though only nineteen, this was her fourth arrest f nightwalking.
She was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, of intemperate’ parents,
entered the mills at age ten; and was intemperate by age ‘fifteen.
She left home, became a prostitute, “married a known scoundrel”
and “has led a life of blackest sin during the past year” - -

‘Thus the second type included' the so-called: fallen ‘women, to-
ward whom prison officials were sympathetic and:for whom they
took special pains. Many of these women were,; in fact, the perpe-
trators of victimless crimes. The case of a twenty-five-year-old
uneducated white' woman ‘illustrates both  the actual nature of
many offenses against chastity, and prison officials’ response. Al-
though committed for lewdness, she was described: as “A quiet,
well-behaved simple woman” whose crime was really ‘an illegiti-
mate pregnancy. Considered “reformable” arid:thus n ore likely to
benefit from her incarceration, she received an' eighteen-month
sentence, six months longer than the mean for this group and a
year longer than the sentences of most prostitutes. Another chas-
tity offender, a thirty-five-year-old black woman, was sentenced to
one year for adultery. Her crime consisted of living with a white
man after her own husband had remarried. Reformatory treat-
ment was apparently ineffective; like 16 percent of all chastity of-
fenders, she later returned to' the institution. In another case,
common-law marriage proved a crime. Emma D., a native-born
woman who was adopted after her own parents died, went_to
school until the age of fourteen. She lived with her husband for
five years, but “not happily,” so she left and “lived with a man un-
married.” At first officials considered her a “Good,; useful prisoner”
but a doctor’s report indicated: that Emma “always had evil ten-
dencies,” and then officials discovered that her real"parents had
never been married! Now defined as an’ unhopéfiil. case, it prob-
ably did not surprise the staff when she returned o prison the
following year. ' 'V ~ '

The chastity offenders included young women sentenced for
“stubbornness” when their relatives could not control their behav-
ior. Sixteen-year-old Eliza L., for example, committed-for two
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years as a “stubborn child,” had been “weak and licentious rather
than deliberately bad” Another sixteen-year-old who had run
away from home was sentenced at her grandmother’s request. The
length of these sentences reflected officials’ belief that the young,
promising cases deserved fuller treatment. As the court explained
in the case of a seventeen-year-old girl sentenced for two years for
idle and disorderly behavior, the sentence was made “not as a pun-
ishment, but 1o see what can be done for her in a reformatory way."
But the younger inmates were not necessarily the most malleable.
After three years in the girls’ industrial school, for example, one
inmate, an eighteen-vear-old stubbornness case, became a “diffi-
cult prisoner” at Framingham who was at one point “sixty days in
solitary and still continuing.”

In some instances the prison served as a home or hospital, as in
the case of Mary D. Her respectable family had moved from New
Brunswick to Fall River, Massachusetts, where Mary attended
school, worked in the mills, and then ran away to a house of ill
fame. Her father found her there, pregnant, possibly the cause
rather than the result of her new life. Sent to Framingham, she
gave birth and was then discharged. She later married the child’s
father.

Chastity offenders, then, included a mix of young women com-
mitted for sexual or moral offenses; only a few, the professional
prostitutes, were truly criminals. Most had committed victimless
crimes and many needed medical and social services. Instead,
however, they received inordinately large doses of reformatory
treatment.

More dangerous criminals fell into the third category, offenders
against property and persons. A representative subgroup, the lar-
cenists, were young, though often married, with a high proportion
from Canada and few from Ireland. The age range for this group
varied widely (estimates of the mean ranged from fifteen to thirty-
three). Occupation became relevant in this category only. Domes-
tic workers tended to be convicted for property offenses, probably
petty larceny from their employers, while factory workers seemed
to commit crimes against the person. The latier group, however,
was so small that the data may be misleading.

Members of this group received the longest sentences, with
means of twenty-two and twenty-four months for property and
person crimes, respectively.®® One twenty-five-year-old woman,
possibly insane (she spent part of her sentence in the Worcester
Lunatic Asylum), received five years for trying to shoot a man. In
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a pathetic case, a sixty-two-year-old American woman professed
her innocence in the charge of procuring an abortion for a woman
who had died. A “very large, fleshy woman, almost helpless from
size," and with an invalid husband, she pled ill-health but was
nonetheless committed for five years. She died in prison. In each
of these cases, the object of the long sentence was punishment or
deterrence; for these women the institution was more nearly a
prison than a reformatory.

In addition to these severely treated first offenders, the profes-
sional or habitual criminals often fell into this third category. They
provided the most colorful as well as the most tragic cases at the
prison. One woman operated a successful burglary team with her
niece, winning people’s sympathy by feigning invalidism. But
when her husband discovered their cache of stolen goods, the
women were brought to court. The older one received a three-year
prison term while her niece got only eighteen months, a reversal
of the usual pattern. In the courtroom the niece “cooly requested
the judge to make her imprisonment equal” to that of her aunt, a
request he denied. For these serious criminals, tco, long sentences
had the traditional goal of punishment, not reformation. Other
professionals who appear in the prison records include the “noto-
rious Dr. Emma Hudson,” confidence woman from New York and
Boston, perpetrator of fraud, theft, and blackmail. Another in-
mate, a forty-three-year-old Irish larcenist, remarried a profes-
sional thief, and the pair made their separate domiciles in various
Massachusetts and New York penal institutions for years.

But the most dedicated, as well as colorful, character, a three-
time resident at Framingham, was “Captain Jack”—alias Arthur
Holmes, alias Fred Fiske, and actually a twenty-seven-year-old
woman, arrested with her husband for horse stealing and sen-
tenced on the charge of being “idle and disorderly.” Her behavior,
as described by the press, was anything but idle, though certainly
disruptive. With “a hard, masculine face and a strong frame,” the
Captain wore men'’s clothes and worked as a teamster, sailor, bar-
tender, and sea cook. She had repeatedly “made love to blue-eyed
misses and been passionately loved by them” until her true iden-
tity was revealed, usually by herself when drunk. “Her mishaps
are all owing, she says, to her passion for strong drink; if it were
not for this she could wear pants with impunity and teach young
men the superiority of woman.”

Other inmates convicted of property and person offenses had
more pitiful than flamboyant personal tales. They were the victim-
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17¢«l women who had not committed willful acts of violence but
had paid the price of drugs, drunkenness, and unwanted pregnan-
vies. Eliza W,, American-born of good parents, was committed for
Larceny at age twenty-four. She had once taken morphine on a doc-
tor's advice and, addicted for three years, she stole “when under
the influence of the drug” Another case, an alcoholic larcenist,
committed for the seventh time, was considered a “poor miserable
vreature.” A female doctor, convicted of abortion at age seventy-
one, served five years, the minimum sentence, as “an exemplary
prisoner.” The charge of child abandonment brought a young
woman to prison for a year; she had left her unwanted child on the
almshouse steps, where it died. While adequate medical and social
scrvices might have prevented many of these so-called crimes, the
reformatory at least provided a less-condemning atmosphere than
did local jails or state prisons.

The population of the Massachusetts Reformatory Prison for
Women consisted of a diverse group of inmates, many of whom
did not meet reformers’ definitions of hopeful cases. A large pro-
portion—almost half of the inmates in the early decades of the
prison, and between a fourth and a third thereafter—were alco-
holics over the age of thirty. Chastity offenders, the original fallen
women whom reformers wanted to rescue, made up only a fourth
of the inmate populace. The dangerous criminals were either
professionals and habitual offenders, or women whose crimes had
been precipitated by dire circumstances.

Each of these groups brought to the institution different per-
sonal experiences which required a variety of responses. Few de-
served punishment, as reformers were quick to acknowledge.
Many needed social services and medical care, and others would
have benefited from some form of personal rehabilitation, particu-
larly the alcoholics. Once incarcerated, however, all inmates could
expect a standard form of retraining, based on a traditional ideal
of womanhood.

The design, personnel, and inmate populations of the original
women's reformatories all fell short of reformers’ ideals. The struc-
ture of the institutions usually resembled traditional prison build-
ings, although features of juvenile reformatories were incorpo-
rated, particularly in New York. Inadequate space and facilities
plagued the institutions, as did the problem of attracting qualified
staff, especially after the 1880s. To this setting were added inmate
populations that rarely fit the mold of young, first offenders. The
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prisoners were of -diversefibaquro,unds,' both in age and criminal.

experience. Most inmates had only a grade school education and
had entered low-paying jobs as domestic or mill workers before
they were fifteen years old. :Though many ‘had married, their
family lives were unstable. As :the reformers had expected, their
crimes were often victimless and: due to external circumstances.

Despite their limitations, the new institutions: opened : their

doors to women who would otherwise have served in state prisons

or houses of corrections.. Although they were, in several ways,
poorly equipped for the task, the keepers of these institutions at.
tempted to fulfill their charge -of reforming women criminals. To
do this they evolved a mixture of ferinine reform and traditional
penal discipline that was to retrain- inmates to their model of
womanhocod. . e = e
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