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Nicole Habn Rafter

Prisons for Women,
1790-1980

ABSTRACT

Until recently, women’s institutions and their inmates have received little
attention in the literature on prisons. This neglect in part stems from the
fact that over time women have comprised but a small fraction of the to-
tal prisoner population. Yet it is also the product of two common as-
sumptions: that the development of the women’s prison system and
experiences of its inmates closely resemble those of men; or that, if dif-
ferent, the evolution of the women’s prison system and female experience
of incarceration are irrelevant to mainstream penology just because they
can shed little light on the nature of the prison system as a whole. Nei-
ther assumption is correct. During the first stage in the development of
the women’s prison system (1790-1870), female penal units outwardly re-
sembled male penitentiaries, but in some respects their inmates received
inferior care. During the second stage (1870-1935), strenuous and often
successful efforts were made to establish an entirely new type of prison,
the women’s reformatory, in which women would receive care more ap-
propriate to their “feminine” nature. Yet by institutionalizing differential
treatment, the reformatories legitimated a tradition of providing care that,
from our current perspective, was inherently unequal. In the third stage
(1935 to the present), the women’s prison system continued to evolve in
ways which perpetuated the older traditions of differential treatment.
The women’s prison system is not, then, merely a miniature version of
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130 Nicole Hahn Rafter

that for men. Nor is the history of the incarceration of women irrelevant
to understanding of the prison system as a whole. The older, question-
able generalizations, however, may be safely replaced with another: de-
spite variations in its causes and character, the fact of differential care of
female prisoners has remained a constant across time in this country.

Until the early 1970s, women’s prisons and their inmates were for the
most part ignored by historians, sociologists, and specialists in criminal
justice. Some writers evidently assumed that women’s prisons and
experience of incarceration were comparable to those of men and hence
not areas which called for much separate investigation (e.g., Barnes
1930/1972). Others recognized major differences between men’s and
women’s prisons but considered the latter irrelevant to mainstream
penology because they had so little in common with the former (e.g.,
Robinson 1921, p. 126). In part, this neglect of women’s institutions
and their inmates flowed from the fact that women comprised but a
small proportion of the total prison population. In 1978, only 4 percent
of all state prisoners were women (Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Flan-
agan 1981, p. 492), and at times in the past the proportion has been
even smaller. In part, the neglect has also been a result of the fact that
until recently, most students of the prison system were male and hence
more attuned to male than female experiences and issues.!

Since the early 1970s, however, the women’s prison literature has
expanded rapidly and in many directions. Flynn’s 1971 discussion of
special problems of female offenders, a harbinger of what was to come,
was soon followed by a burst of publications. Singer (1973) protested
bitterly against the inferior treatment accorded to female prisoners and
against the criminal justice system’s refusal at times to even recognize
the existence of these women. Arditi and colleagues (1973) compiled a
sobering catalog of patterns of sex discrimination in prisons throughout
the country. Gibson’s (1973) article of the same year, focused on the
Wisconsin reformatory, took a first (if tentative) step toward historical
research on women'’s prisons, and the year also saw publication of one
of the first works in the area written for a broad audience (Burkhart
1973). Since then the literature has continued to thrive. It now includes
a national survey of contemporary women’s correctional programs (Glick
and Neto 1977) and studies of such specialized aspects of female in-
carceration as utilization of legal aid (e.g., Alpert and Wiorkowski 1977),

1. There are exceptions: see, e.g., McKelvey (1936/1972); Lewis (1961); Ward and
Kassebaum (1965); Giallombardo (1966).
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relationships between inmate mothers and their children (e.g., Haley
1977), and biases in the delivery of health care to female inmates (Res-
nick and Shaw 1980). Hearings have been held at the federal level (U.S.
House of Representatives 1979), and the General Accounting Office
has published two devastating reviews of deficiencies in women’s pris-
ons (U.S. General Accounting Office 1979; U.S. Comptroller General
1980). In addition, we now have a detailed history of an important
branch of the women’s prison system, Estelle B. Freedman’s Their
Sisters’ Keepers: Women'’s Prison Reform in America, 1830-1930 (1981). Al-
though Freedman’s work deals for the most part with only one type of
women’s prison (the reformatory), it is the first study of the origins of
women’s prisons to appear in fifty years.?

This recent demonstration of interest in women’s prisons and their
inmates reflects the reawakening of feminism in recent years, especially
the perception that the experiences of men and women may be quite
different even when their structural positions are similar. The new
interest is also a function of the fact that today there are simply more
female researchers trained and available to investigate women’s issues.
Furthermore, social scientists are now aware that focus on low-rate
groups (such as female or rural populations) may shed as much light
on phenomena like the causes of crime and inmate social structures as
did the traditional focus on high-rate (e.g., male, urban) groups (Hin-
delang 1979, p. 154; Laub 1980, p. 14).

Even though female prisoners comprise but a small proportion of the
total prison population, arguably they compel attention through the
sheer magnitude of their numbers: as of June 1982, over 17,000 women
were under jurisdiction of state and federal correctional authorities
(U.S. Department of Justice 1982, p. 2). A count of February 1978
had found yet another 10,000 women in jails (Hindelang et al. 1981,
p- 482). Incarcerated women are not only numerous, they are becoming
increasingly aware of inequities in their treatment and ready to litigate
such matters (Potter 1978; U.S. Comptroller General 1980), a situation
which suggests that we will see ferment in the management of women’s
prisons in the decades ahead.

Incarcerated women and the institutions which hold them command
yet further attention because over time the women’s prison system has
differed in many respects from that for men. This system is not merely

2. For earlier versions, see Freedman (1974, 1976); the only other book-length treatment
is Lekkerkerker (1931).
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a small-scale replica of the male prison system. It differs radically along
a number of key dimensions, including its historical development, ad-
ministrative structures, some of its disciplinary techniques, and the
experiences of its inmates. These contrasts contradict the usual view
of “the” prison system as a monolith with a single history. The differ-
ences also have policy implications, demonstrating as they do the pos-
sibility of alternative approaches to punishment and reformation. Finally,
they indicate a fruitful area for research into the history of women,
particularly those working-class women most likely to become involved
with the justice system.

This essay sketches the history of the incarceration of women, con-
centrating on the first two of three stages in the development of the
women’s prison system in the continental United States. During the
first stage, spanning the years 1790-1870, separate penal units for women
evolved as adjuncts to men’s prisons and the custodial model of women’s
prison emerged, similar in many ways to penitentiaries for men. During
the second stage, 1870-1935, there developed an entirely new type of
women’s prison, the reformatory model, and institutions of this type were
established throughout the country. In contrast to the “masculine” cus-
todial model, the reformatory had many “feminine” aspects, designed
as it was around beliefs about fundamental differences between the
sexes. During the third stage, extending from 1935 into the present,
the custodial and reformatory models merged; this period also saw
creation of a network of women’s prisons in the South and West.

Space and time constraints force me to ignore local jails, federal
prisons for women, and so-called coed prisons. Throughout I distin-
guish between units and prisons. 1 reserve unit to refer to quarters for
women which, though to some degree separate from the main quarters
of a male prison, were nonetheless geographically close to and admin-
istratively dependent on the latter. I use prison to refer to penal insti-
tutions for women which existed as separate and relatively independent
entities. Some women’s prisons remained physically close to a men’s
prison, with which they sometimes shared resources; others were geo-
graphically separate. I use institution to refer to either a penal unit or
a prison. By model, 1 mean an ideal type, one to which no particular
institution necessarily corresponded in all details.

As I discuss the development of the women’s prison system, I refer
to available secondary sources on women’s prison history. However,
this literature is scant, and most of it pertains to the reformatories
established during the second stage. In large part, then, I perforce rely
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on original sources—annual reports of prisons and departments of cor-
rection, eyewitness accounts, studies by prison investigatory commit-
tees, and so on. Sections I, II, and III discuss the three stages in the
development of women’s prisons; Section IV identifies key areas for
further research and suggests ways in which women’s prison history
may affect theory and policy.

While my primary purpose is to trace the development of the wom-
en’s prison system, particularly during its first two stages, I am also
interested in several comparative issues. The most important of these
concerns male-female differences: occasionally I pause to ask, How did
conditions for women differ from those of men? I am also able to make
some within-group comparisons. Because the essay covers an extensive
period of time, I am able to ask how the incarceration of women differed
from one stage to the next in the development of the women’s prison
system. Because the essay covers the entire continental United States,
I am also able to ask whether the incarceration experiences of women
differed by region of the country. These within-group comparisons are
given less emphasis than the exploration of male-female differences,
and in no case am I able to discuss comparative issues in depth. They
are worth raising, however, for they sensitize us to differences which
traditional prison histories have often glossed over.

I. Origins of the Custodial Model:
From 1790 to 1870
The period from 1790 to 1870 was characterized by the gradual estab-
lishment, within primarily male prisons, of separate quarters for female
convicts. During this period, moreover, the first independent prison
for women was founded—New York’s Mount Pleasant Female Prison,
an institution with its own enabling legislation and staff. And during
this stage there developed the custodial model of women’s prison unit
that continues to affect the nature of women’s prisons today.

A. The First Step: Physical Isolation
of Female Prisoners

In the late eighteenth century, city lockups made little or no effort
to separate prisoners by sex or according to the other criteria (such as
age, race, and offense seriousness) by which prisoners have been clas-
sified and segregated in more recent times. For instance, the jail operated
by Philadelphia at the corner of High and Third streets in the 1780s
was reputed to have been an “abode of guilt and wretchedness” that
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held “in one common herd . . . , by day and by night, prisoners of all
ages, colours, and sexes!” (Vaux 1826, p. 13). Discipline was poor to
nonexistent in these Revolutionary War era city jails, a situation which
led those who founded the first state prisons in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries to insist on segregation of the sexes.

The earliest institutions for state prisoners consisted of large rooms
in which a number of inmates were held together. They accomplished
rudimentary classification by sex by isolating female prisoners in one
or more rooms of their own. At Newgate, New York’s first state prison,
the rooms measured about twelve by eighteen feet and were considered
“sufficient for the accommodation of eight persons.” Women were held
in rooms in the north wing “on the ground floor, and [had] a courtyard
entirely distinct from that of the men” (New York Inspectors of State
Prisons 1801, p. 18). In these first state prisons, then, women were
separated from men. Their care seems to have been similar to that given
to males, but this relative equality was not to remain the rule for long.

By the 1820s, penologists in the more populous states had grown dis-
satisfied with the large-room design. The arrangement did not prevent
that communication between prisoners which reformers were coming to
regard as a source of moral contamination, and it posed disciplinary and
security problems. By the mid-1820s, the Walnut Street Jail in Philadel-
phia was said to have “become a school of corruption” due to “the con-
tracted scale of its apartments and yards” and “the number of prisoners
necessarily crowded together by day and by night” (Vaux 1826, p. 52).
Thus states began to replace their earliest prisons with penitentiaries,
larger and more secure institutions which consisted mainly of individual
cells. As the penitentiaries opened, both men and women were trans-
ferred to them from the older structures. However, whereas men were
now locked in individual cells, women usually continued to be held in a
large-room type of arrangement for a number of years longer. In several
states female convicts were sent to a large room on the second or third
floor of the central, tower-like structure which served, on its ground floor,
as entrance and administrative headquarters. At this point—when state
penitentiaries began to open—for the first time sharp differences devel-
oped between the incarceration experiences of men and women.

New York’s Auburn prison, first of the new Bastille-like penitentiaries
to receive prisoners, illustrates the marked differences in the care of male
and female convicts in such institutions. At Auburn, men were locked in
separate cells at night, while during the day, after being marched to the
yard to wash, they labored together in total silence. Work was interrupted
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twice a day by meals in a mess hall. Guards supervised the men closely
and punished them harshly for rule violations (Beaumont and de Tocque-
ville 1833/1964, chap. 2). Female prisoners, on the other hand, were con-
fined together in a single attic room above the institution’s kitchen. For a
number of years they had no matron but rather were “supervised” by the
head of the kitchen below. Food was sent up to them once a day, and once
a day the slops were removed. No provision was made for privacy or
exercise, and although the women were assigned some sewing work, for
the most part they were left to their own devices in the “tainted and sickly
atmosphere” (New York Committee on State Prisons 1832, p. 9) of their
crowded quarters. The wretchedness of their lot came briefly to public
attention when one Rachel Welch, impregnated while in prison and se-
verely flogged when she was about five months pregnant, later died (Lewis
1965, pp. 94-95). With the ensuing scandal, conditions improved some-
what, in part through the hiring of a matron. But when Harriet Martineau
visited Auburn in the mid-1830s, conditions for the prison’s women were
still “extremely bad” (1838, p. 124). Solong as women convicts continued
to be herded into large rooms off in corners of mainly male penitentiaries,
imprisonment was for them not only different from butalso in many ways
worse than for their male counterparts—more crowded, less sanitary,
weaker in personnel and other resources. As Auburn’s chaplain observed
in 1833, “To be a male convict in this prison would be quite tolerable; but
to be a female convict, for any protracted period, would be worse than
death” (New York Auburn State Prison 1833, p. 17).

Eventually, women too came to be locked into individual cells, and
as this happened the incarceration of women changed considerably in
character. By the late 1830s a number of states, including New York,
Ohio, and Pennsylvania, had abandoned the old, large-room plan and
removed their female convicts to cells. With the change, care of women
came once again to resemble that of men, especially in its physical
aspects. From the point of view of the women who experienced the
change, it probably had both advantages and disadvantages. Crowding
was reduced (at least initially), and in their single cells the women now
had somewhat more privacy. On the other hand, the shift to cellular
housing in this period ordinarily brought higher security, greater iso-
lation, more intense regimentation, and stricter discipline. The care of
women was now more equitable, corresponding as it did more closely
to that of men. However, in many respects it remained inferior.

Conditions for female convicts held in Ohio’s penitentiary in the
mid-nineteenth century illustrate ways in which the incarceration ex-
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perience of women held in cells at this time approximated that of males
while falling short of the latter in quality. Ohio was one of the first
states to build a separate structure for its female convicts: in 1837 it
erected a women’s annex which backed onto the front wall of the state
penitentiary in Columbus. The annex had its own yard, which meant
that the women could get some exercise and fresh air. But now the
women were isolated from whatever services (health, religious, edu-
cational) were available to the men in the main penitentiary. Little
attention was paid to upkeep of their building, which deteriorated badly
over time. Furthermore, as its population increased, the annex became
overcrowded, for there was no way to enlarge the structure. Occa-
sionally a compassionate and able woman was hired as matron, but the
state’s practice of awarding prison positions as political spoils frequently
led, in the women’s annex as in the adjacent penitentiary, to incom-
petent administrators (Victor 1887; Resch 1972). For the most part,
then, Ohio’s female prisoners endured very poor conditions. These
generally resembled those of men held on the other side of the dividing
wall; yet, because the women were more isolated and more easily
ignored, their conditions tended to be even grimmer.

In rare cases, women held in cells of the early penitentiaries did not
suffer such neglect. Pennsylvania’s Eastern Penitentiary, at which women
were held starting in 1836, provides a case in point. There good order
seems to have prevailed in the female quarters at mid-century. In 1845
Dorothea Dix reported: “The Eastern Penitentiary has 20 women-con-
victs. This department I have often visited, and always found in order;
neatness and good behavior appear to be the rule and practice of the
prison; the exceptions being very rare. The matron is vigilant, and fills
her station in a manner to secure respect and confidence. The women
are chiefly employed in making and repairing apparel, and have full
time for the use of books, and lessons which are assigned weekly by
the ladies who visit the prison to give instruction” (1845/1967, p. 107).

The few such instances of relatively adequate care for female pris-
oners in the mid-nineteenth century were usually associated, as at
Eastern, with the lady-visitor phenomenon. Prison visiting by middle-
class women seems to have begun in England about 1815 when Eliz-
abeth Fry first investigated and later undertook to improve the physical
and moral condition of female prisoners. Fry and her circle managed
to bring order and discipline to a previously disordered situation, ar-
ranging, for example, for the appointment of a matron at England’s
Newgate, for provision of employment and instruction of women con-
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victs, and for a system of prisoner self-monitoring (Fry 1847). At about
the same time, middle-class women in the United States similarly began
to concern themselves with the plight of female prisoners. In Phila-
delphia, a group of eleven Quakers regularly visited the female convicts
incarcerated at Eastern Penitentiary. According to Dorothea Dix’s ac-
count, “They make stated visits every Monday afternoon throughout
the year; and you may see them there seriously and perseveringly
engaged in their merciful vocation. Their care extends to the convicts
after the expiration of sentences. The ladies read the scriptures, furnish
suitable books for the prisoners, give instruction in reading, writing,
and arithmetic; and, what is of great value, because reaching them
through a direct influence, instruct them by conversation, suited to
their capacity” (1845/1967, pp. 61-62). From such mid-nineteenth-
century efforts, there developed a tradition of middle-class women’s
involving themselves in the care of female prisoners, a tradition which
blossomed in the late nineteenth-century women’s reformatory
movement.

At this point, we should pause in our inquiry into the nature of
female incarceration in the period 1790-1870 to ask another question:
Why, during this period, were women increasingly separated from
males, first in their own large rooms, later in large rooms on the pe-
ripheries of mainly male penitentiaries, and later still in their cellblocks?
What encouraged this mitotic process whereby female convicts were
gradually isolated into quarters of their own?

The answer lies in part with practical considerations and partly with
the nineteenth-century passion for classification (be it of flora or con-
victs) into subcategories. Practically, isolation of female prisoners was
an administrative convenience: it improved discipline and helped avoid
sexual scandals. Segregation of women did not prove to be a foolproof
method of birth control—male guards continued to carry keys to wom-
en’s quarters (see, e.g., Indiana Senate 1869, p. 653). It did, however,
reduce the opportunity for communication between male and female
prisoners and, as matrons were hired, also reduced access to the women
by male guards. In a larger context, isolation of female convicts was
part of the broad process of differentiation and segregation of prisoners
into types that occurred throughout the nineteenth century (Barnes
1930/1972, chap. 8), beginning with delinquent children at the start of
the century (Schlossman 1977) and concluding, toward its end, with
the separation and differential treatment of prisoners considered men-
tally abnormal (Currie 1973, chap. 6).
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That the treatment of criminal women followed and, later, to some
degree paralleled that of delinquent children is a significant pattern in
the development of the women’s prison system, one that we shall have
occasion to note again. At this point, however, it is important to observe
that in the pre-1870 period, although women were separated from the
general population of prisoners as children had been before them, the
rationale did not lie (as it did toward the century’s end) with an as-
sumption that women were similar to children in their nature and needs.
Quite the contrary: in the early and mid-nineteenth century the general
opinion was that the female criminal was more depraved and hardened
than the male. As Francis Lieber put it in 1833, “A woman, when she
commits a crime, acts more in contradiction to her whole moral or-
ganization, i.e., must be more depraved, must have sunk already deeper
than a man” (1833/1964, p. 11). Women were viewed as the moral force
in society; once they fell into immorality, they were thought to jeop-
ardize the very foundations of society. Thus Lieber claimed “that the
injury done to society by a criminal woman, is in most cases much
greater than that suffered from a male criminal” (1833/1964, p. 9).
Similarly, Mary Carpenter wrote that “female convicts are, as a class,
even more morally degraded than men” (1864/1969, p. 207). Connect-
icut officials declared themselves willing to take on an additional 450
male prisoners if they could rid themselves of five females (Rogers 1929,
p- 519, n. 11; also see Lewis 1965, p. 159; Freedman 1981, pp. 18-
20). Not paternalism but contempt informed the process by which
female convicts were isolated into separate quarters of their own in
early nineteenth-century prisons. This special disdain for—even horror
of—the female criminal helps explain why, in this period, the care
provided for such women was usually inferior to that of their male
counterparts. Criminal women were considered even less deserving.

B. Mount Pleasant Female Prison:
The First Prison for Women

The initial step toward the establishment of a system of separate
prisons for women was taken in 1835, when New York founded the
Mount Pleasant Female Prison. This was the first and only penal in-
stitution for women established before the great era of prison construc-
tion that commenced in the late nineteenth century. Mount Pleasant is
important in yet two other respects. First, several key years of its
operation, during which it was managed by two remarkable women,
exemplify the phenomenon mentioned earlier: when women from out-
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side the walls actively involved themselves in the operation of penal
units for women, conditions there often improved, sometimes dra-
matically. Second, Mount Pleasant provides a rather pure example of
the custodial model of women’s prison analyzed in the next section.

Like other women’s prisons of the custodial type, Mount Pleasant
was established primarily for practical reasons: New York ran out of
other places to hold its female convicts. As we have seen, after the
opening of Auburn, in 1817, some women were confined in its attic
room. This space filled rapidly, however, and visitors publicized its
many inadequacies. Meanwhile, the rest of the state’s female convicts
were held at the Bellevue Penitentiary in New York City.* There con-
ditions were nearly as dreadful as at Auburn. Though separated at
night, during the day the Bellevue women were herded together in a
common room to sew and wash clothing for New York City convicts
(New York Committee on State Prisons 1832, p- 9). Seldom (if ever)
was a matron brought in to maintain order or tend to their needs.
Technically these women were in the custody of Sing Sing, the new
prison for men at Ossining. Sing Sing’s inspectors visited Bellevue from
time to time, finding the women’s food inadequate, their accommo-
dations unsanitary, and classification impossible (e.g., New York Mount
Pleasant State Prison 1836, p. 5). Even these conditions might have
been tolerated indefinitely had it not become clear that Bellevue officials
would soon refuse to take any state women whatsoever. Faced with
this prospect, the legislature initiated construction of a separate prison
for women. Establishment of the Mount Pleasant Female Prison, then,
was inspired more by practical considerations than by desire to uplift
and reform.

Situated on the hill behind Sing Sing, overlooking the Hudson River,
Mount Pleasant opened in 1839. According to a description of the late
1860s, it was “a handsome building, two stories high. . . . It has a
front of fifty feet, with a Doric portico of imposing proportions, and
a depth of one hundred and fifty feet” (Wines and Dwight 1867, p.
107). Its interior contained three tiers of cells with twenty-four cells in
each tier. At the western end of the building, which had the best view,
quarters for the matron were located. At the eastern end, within the
inmates’ area, was an elevated platform used for chapel services and

3. When New York’s first prison at Newgate was closed in 1828, its men were sent
to the new prison at Ossining and its women to the Bellevue Penitentiary (Young 1932,
pPp- 6, 15).
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lectures. Below it was a nursery. In addition to the main building, the
plant included a workshop and two separate punishment cells, each
with its own yard. The women’s complex was surrounded by a high
wall. Mount Pleasant’s cellblock plan and high level of security became
typical of women’s units of the custodial type.

Discipline quickly became a major problem at Mount Pleasant, due
largely to overcrowding. Throughout much of 1843, when nearly eighty-
five prisoners were being held in cells designed for seventy, the prison
experienced a protracted riot. “Violent battles are frequent,” according
to a report for that year, “and knives have been known to be drawn
among them [female prisoners].” The matron found it impossible to
enforce the silent rule or prevent women from making contact with
male prisoners at work in the nearby quarry (New York Mount Pleasant
State Prison 1844, pp. 29-30, 202).

Punishments for disobedient convicts at Mount Pleasant, as at other
women’s units of the custodial type, were often severe, including strait-
jacketing, solitary confinement, extended bread-and-water diets, and
the “shower bath” that bombarded prisoners with water until they were
close to drowning. Dorothea Dix was appalled by the punishment of
gagging, “which seems to me shocking and extremely objectionable.”
One of Sing Sing’s inspectors informed her that “ ‘the gag has been
sometimes applied, but it has been only among the females that it has
been rendered absolutely necessary!” ” On the other hand, she learned
that “ ‘in the women’s prison, the lash is never used. There the pun-
ishments are confinement to their own cells in the main dormitory, or
in separate cells, with reduction of food’ ” and, of course, gagging (Dix
1845/1967, pp. 13-14). Custodial women’s prisons operated at later
points in time abandoned some of these disciplinary mechanisms, but
harsh discipline was frequently the rule—just as in many prisons for
men.

Ultimate authority for management of Mount Pleasant lay with the
Board of Inspectors of Sing Sing, but daily administration was left to
the matron. Most of Mount Pleasant’s matrons were unremarkable.
Under them, the institution operated in the monotonous routine that
became typical of custodial women’s prisons. Inmates worked the entire
day, mainly at sewing. Otherwise their program was minimal or non-
existent, consisting at best of a Sabbath school.

One of Mount Pleasant’s matrons, however, was outstanding—Eliza
Farnham, supervisor of the institution from 1844 to 1847. She was
aided by Georgina Bruce, assistant matron during part of Farnham’s

This content downloaded from 24.99.80.101 on Thu, 21 Jan 2016 04:37:21 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Prisons for Women 141

tenure. Together these two broke with many of the traditions of cus-
todialism, demonstrating that care of female prisoners tended to im-
prove when outside women involved themselves in penal affairs.

Farnham’s experiments with methods to strengthen criminals morally
were the most ambitious and innovative of their time, anticipating
reforms of the late nineteenth century. A phrenologist, Farnham was
convinced that if she could stimulate her prisoners with positive influ-
ences, their criminal tendencies would be overcome (Farnham 1846;
also see Lewis 1965, 1971). To this end she introduced a program of
education, personally instructed the women each morning, and pro-
vided books which they could take to their cells. Although she was a
strict disciplinarian, Farnham rejected some of the harshest physical
punishments of her day, tried to keep rules to a minimum, and abolished
the rule of silence. In another departure from contemporary practice,
she attempted to alleviate the grimness of the prison environment by
introducing flowers, music, and visitors from the outside. Farnham also
developed a system of prisoner classification. As a result of such efforts,
women confined at Mount Pleasant during the Farnham-Bruce admin-
istration experienced conditions superior to those of males held at Sing
Sing at the same time.

Farnham’s reforms, however, were too radical for her contempo-
raries. Conservatives like Sing Sing’s chaplain considered novel reading
irreligious. Moreover, Farnham’s abolition of the silent rule sowed dis-
sension at the neighboring men’s prison, where the rule still prevailed.
Critics were also annoyed because, by providing time for instruction,
Farnham did not keep her charges constantly at work; the effect, they
argued, was to lower prison profits. (No doubt they were further ir-
ritated when she retorted that the profits of Mount Pleasant’s Female
Prison were low because its inmates, like women outside the walls,
were paid less than men [New York Mount Pleasant State Prison 1847,
p- 88].) Farnham’s opponents publicly attacked her and her reforms
(e.g., New York Mount Pleasant State Prison 1848). She fought back
but eventually lost the struggle; in 1847 she resigned.

After Farnham’s departure, the Mount Pleasant Female Prison re-
verted to patterns more typical of women’s units within predominantly
male institutions, even though it was relatively independent. The re-
mainder of its history was one of decline. By 1859, overcrowding
necessitated addition of another twenty-eight cells. This stopgap mea-
sure hardly sufficed, however, and by 1865, with a population of about
two hundred, the prison’s population was nearly double its capacity.
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Overcrowding eventually led to a decision to close the women'’s prison
entirely. In 1865 the legislature ruled that women from two judicial
districts should be sent to local penitentiaries rather than to Mount
Pleasant (Young 1932, p. 13), and about a decade later the institution’s
remaining prisoners were transferred to the King’s County Penitentiary.
So ended the first attempt to operate a separate prison for women. But
while Mount Pleasant did not itself survive, it helped establish the
custodial model of women’s prison which outlived it by a century and
is still 2 dominant type in female corrections.

C. The Custodial Model

To this point I have been describing both the incarceration of women
in the pre-1870 period and the emergence of a particular type of penal
unit for women. In what follows I analyze the custodial model in more
detail, identifying key traits along five dimensions: (1) physical aspects
and operating costs; (2) inmate characteristics; (3) administration; (4)
discipline; and (5) programs.

1. Physical Aspects and Operating Costs.  Custodial prisons for women
originated as units within the walls of state prisons for men. But in
several respects, women’s units departed from the architectural and
custody practices of men’s prisons. Little if any extra room was allotted
for exercise or work: women were thought to have less need for rec-
reation and less capacity for industrial labor; and their quarters, usually
crammed into corners of men’s institutions, could not be expanded.
The burden of separation of the sexes, moreover, fell on the female
departments. As Wines and Dwight explained, “Where prisoners of
different sexes are confined in the same building or enclosure it is often
necessary to impede light and ventilation by half closing windows, and
by putting doors across passages which would otherwise be left open”
(1867, p. 71). Such obstructions were placed on the smaller, usually
women’s units.

To cost-conscious officials, female convicts appeared to be a greater
drain on resources than the men. Because they were few in number,
their per capita costs were higher, especially when matrons were hired
for their supervision. Chaplains, physicians, and other officials consid-
ered it bothersome to visit female departments after making their usual
rounds (e.g., Indiana State Prison South 1874, p. 11). And because
women were assigned to less productive labor (often to making and
washing clothing for the men), their work was less profitable than that
of male convicts (e.g., Dix 1845/1967, p. 108).
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2. Inmate Characteristics. ~Custodial institutions for women received
mainly felons. Women sentenced to New York’s Newgate prison be-
tween 1797 and 1801 had been convicted of property offenses such as
arson, burglary, forgery, and larceny (New York Inspectors of State
Prisons 1801, p. 78). Most held at the Mount Pleasant Female Prison
in the 1840s and 1850s had been convicted of property offenses, a few
of crimes of violence (see, e.g., New York Mount Pleasant State Prison
1845, p. 26; New York Inspectors of State Prisons 1852, p. 230). Of
the thirty-two women sentenced to the Tennessee State Penitentiary
between 1840 and 1865, eighteen had been convicted of property of-
fenses, nine of crimes of violence, and the rest of other felonies such
as bigamy and perjury (Tennessee State Library and Archives, Convict
Record Book 1831-74, Record Group 25, ser. 12, vol. 86). Vaux’s Penn-
sylvania statistics cover both misdemeanants and felons, but even they
show that in the period 1817-24 the overwhelming majority of women
sent to Philadelphia’s prison had been convicted of larceny; some others
of violent crimes such as arson, assault and battery, and infanticide;
very few had been sentenced for prostitution or other public order
offenses (1826, pp. 70-75). Throughout the country in the pre-1870
period, when women were imprisoned for misdemeanors such as petty
property crime and public order offenses, they (like male misdemean-
ants) were usually sent to local jails.

Although few data on female prisoners in this pre-1870 period have
as yet been collected, those that are available give an idea of two other
characteristics of women sent to custodial institutions: their age and
race. The majority of such women were between twenty and thirty
years old at the time of conviction, most of the others in their thirties.*
The average age of women held in custodial institutions at any time
tended to be high (relative to that of women in the reformatory prisons
described in Sec. II), for those convicted of crimes of violence often
served long terms.* As for race, there were sharp regional differences.

4. Some data on age are given by Vaux (1826, pp. 72-75). For the most part, however,
this statement is based on my survey of published records pertaining to all independent
prisons for women and the women’s units which immediately preceded them and on a
study of original prisoner registries from Ohio, New York, and Tennessee.

5. For example, one forty-four-year-old woman transferred in 1893 to the newly es-
tablished New York State Prison for Women at Auburn had already served twenty-eight
years of her life sentence. In the nineteenth century, even property offenders were
sometimes sentenced to very long terms. Pardons were issued more frequently in the
nineteenth century than today, however, and those with long sentences often did not
serve their terms in full. Whether women were pardoned as frequently as men, and
blacks as frequently as whites, remain open questions.
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In the North in this period, female felons tended to be black. Even
when outnumbered by whites, they were usually overrepresented in
comparison to their proportion of the state’s population as a whole. For
instance, of the fifty-four women sent to the Philadelphia penitentiary
in 1818, twenty-three were black (Vaux 1826, p. 71); and of thirty-
eight women at New York’s Bellevue Penitentiary in 1830, twenty-five
were black (New York Mount Pleasant State Prison 1831, App. H, p.
34). A similar pattern did not prevail in the South in the pre-Civil War
period, for slaves usually were punished by their owners. After the
Civil War, however, prison populations became predominantly black
in southern custodial units for women.*

3. Administration. From about 1850 onward, daily operations at
women’s custodial institutions were supervised by matrons, women
who lived within the walls and worked long hours for low wages. The
main responsibility for and authority over such institutions, however,
lay with officials of the neighboring prisons for men. The warden of
the nearby men’s prison hired the head matron and often her assistants
as well. The women’s unit rarely had a support staff of its own but
rather was dependent for services on the chaplain, head teacher, and
physician of the men’s branch. Ultimate administrative authority over
women’s custodial institutions, moreover, fell to the states’ boards of
prisons; in the pre-1870 period these were exclusively male in mem-
bership and hence less attuned to the problems of female than of male
convicts. The matrons of custodial prisons were seldom positioned to
challenge the status quo: often they were older women, widowed and
poorly educated, forced by necessity to accept unpleasant and poorly
paid positions.

4. Discipline. Women’s custodial institutions approached disci-
pline—rules, punishments, and routines—in a manner similar to that
of the men’s prisons with which they were associated. In general, the
same standards were applied to women as to men, though with less
consistency. Whether women were compelled to conform to the same
rules was a function of one or more of three factors: the degree of
overcrowding; the extent to which officials at the main penitentiary
bothered to monitor activities in the women’s unit; and the state’s
willingness to hire a matron.

6. Like earlier statements about age, these on race are primarily based on my survey
and study of prisoner records referred to in n. 4 above.
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Without supervision by a matron, female convicts could lead a riotous
and even dangerous existence in their separate quarters. According to
a report of the mid-1840s on the women’s annex at the Ohio peniten-
tiary, for example, its nine women gave more trouble than the insti-
tution’s five hundred males: “The women fight, scratch, pull hair, curse,
swear and yell, and to bring them to order a keeper has frequently to
go among them with a horsewhip” (as quoted by Lewis 1922/1967, p.
263). Similarly, Dorothea Dix observed of the Ohio penitentiary, “There
was no matron in the women’s wing at the time I was there, . . . and
they were not slow to exercise their good and evil gifts on each other”
(Dix 1845/1967, p. 48). Former prisoner Sarah Victor later reported
that “the knives had all been taken from the [Ohio Penitentiary’s] female
department, to prevent some refractory prisoners from cutting each
other, which they had done, in a terrible manner, at times” (Victor
1887, p. 317).

On the other hand, some women held in custodial institutions ex-
perienced strict discipline. Beaumont and de Tocqueville said that “the
experiment made at Wethersfield [Connecticut], where the women are,
like the rest of the prisoners, subject to . . . absolute silence . . .,
proves that the difficulty” of requiring silence of women “is not insur-
mountable” (1833/1964, p. 71). One New York women’s prison enforced
the silent rule into the twentieth century (Rafter 1982). Moreover, these
prisons at times inflicted brutal punishments on uncooperative inmates.
For example, in 1880 a new matron at the Ohio women’s annex alluded,
with some awe, to the harsh punishment employed by her predecessor,
which she hoped never to use herself (Ohio Penitentiary 1880, p. 91).

There was, then, considerable variation in the degree to which in-
mates of custodial women’s institutions were subjected to rigid disci-
pline. Some institutions forced inmates to adhere to standards as strict
as those imposed on males. Others, overcrowded or inadequately su-
pervised, showed little concern with order. Laxity, however, was not
necessarily preferable to rigorous oversight, for it sometimes went hand
in hand with chaotic, dangerous, or brutal conditions.

5. Programs. Custodial women’s institutions seldom took much in-
terest in any program other than work. Insofar as they offered edu-
cational training at all, they provided it in the evening. Classes were
taught, not by trained teachers, but by educated inmates.” Recreational

7. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, custodial prisons for women
sometimes did hire teachers. These women, however, were usually supervised by the
head teacher of the nearby prison for men.
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programs tended to be even more impoverished. Because custodial
women’s institutions allocated space for little other than cells, their
inmates often had no yard for exercise and no room other than the mess
hall for attending religious services, meeting with visitors, or (when
permitted) socializing with one another.

Work programs, in contrast, were often well developed. An industry
organized along factory lines was operated by many units of the cus-
todial type. In some, inmates produced clothing for the rest of the
state’s prisons; in others they caned chairs or otherwise finished off
products manufactured in the neighboring prison for men. Although
the tasks to which female convicts were assigned did not produce the
profits of men’s industries, they were expected to reduce operating
costs. Women frequently labored eight or more hours a day, and they
were sometimes paid a pittance for their work, money they could collect
on release.® In all these respects, custodial institutions for women re-
sembled prisons for men, which also ran industries, tried to defray
costs with inmate labor, and paid inmates a small wage for their work.

Thus, the custodial model originated in the early penitentiaries of
the northeastern and midwestern states. In the pre-1870 period, it also
took hold in those southern states which, like Tennessee, built peni-
tentiaries. By 1870, nearly every state had a female department, and
New York had gone so far as to establish a separate women’s prison.
The treatment of inmates closely resembled that accorded to male
convicts. But because there were relatively few female state prisoners
and because these women were regarded as unredeemable, in important
respects their care was inferior to that of males.

II. Emergence and Diffusion of the Reformatory
Model, 1870-1935
As early as 1818, Elizabeth Fry conceived the idea which became the
nucleus of the women’s reformatory movement, the notion of a prison
exclusively for women, administered by women, in which inmates
would receive moral and domestic training (Fry 1847, 1:316-17). In
retrospect we can detect muted notes of reformatory themes in the
operation of the Mount Pleasant Female Prison during its Farnham
years. Not until about 1870, however, did the reformatory concept take
strong hold in this country, influencing the design of new institutions.

8. Women were however less frequently paid, and usually (perhaps always) they were
paid in lesser amounts; see Rafter (1982), p. 250.

This content downloaded from 24.99.80.101 on Thu, 21 Jan 2016 04:37:21 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Prisons for Women 147

Thereafter it spread rapidly: for the next sixty-five years the refor-
matory was the predominant model in female corrections in the north-
eastern and north central regions. The twenty reformatories founded
during this period established the stereotype of what is often, though
erroneously, thought of today as the women’s prison.

A reformatory is defined here as a prison for women, separate from
and independent of an institution for men, which took deliberate steps
to reform inmates through female-specific treatments. Table 1 identifies
reformatories opened between 1870 and 1935. It omits institutions—
the Vermont State Prison and House of Corrections for Women, opened
in 1921, and the Rhode Island State Reformatory for Women, opened
in 1925—which mixed the reformatory and custodial modes but in
which the latter predominated. It also omits several reformatories which
closed shortly after opening.

In both theory and design, the reformatory model was influenced
by previously established institutions for children. (On relevant aspects
of children’s reformatories, see Reeves 1929; Mennel 1973; Schlossman
1977; Schlossman and Wallach 1978; Brenzel 1980). It was also much
influenced by the first national convention of penologists and prison
reformers that convened in Cincinnati in 1870 (Wines 1871, pp. 541-
47). The convention produced the famous Declaration of Principles
that articulated the treatment (or “medical”) approach that dominated
corrections for the next century. On the basis of these principles, men’s
reformatories like Elmira were also established in the late nineteenth
century. Reformatories for men and women shared some important
characteristics, such as indeterminate sentencing structures, but the
women’s reformatory was a distinct type of institution. For example,
men’s reformatories like Elmira held felons, whereas women’s refor-
matories generally aimed at the rehabilitation of misdemeanants (Lek-
kerkerker 1931, pp. 9-10). Men’s reformatories did not break radically
with prison tradition in their architecture and routines; women’s re-
formatories were deliberately anti-institutional in their “cottage” ar-
chitecture, and they dispensed female-specific types of treatment such
as domestic training. Operated by and for women, female reformatories
were decidedly “feminine” institutions, different from both custodial
institutions for women and state prisons and reformatories for men.
The women’s reformatory, then, was a new phenomenon on the scene
of adult corrections, an innovative effort to apply the 1870 Declaration
of Principles specifically to the class of female petty offenders.

The reformatory model had a tremendous effect on the evolution of
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TABLE 1
Reformatories Established for Women
in the United States, 1870-1935

Date
Region and State Original Name and Location Opened
Northeast:
Massachusetts ~ Reformatory Prison, Sherbon 1877
New York House of Refuge for Women, Hudson* 1887
New York Western House of Refuge, Albion 1893
New York State Reformatory for Women, Bedford 1901
New Jersey State Reformatory for Women, Clinton 1913
Maine State Reformatory for Women, Skowhegan 1916
Connecticut State Farm for Women, Niantic 1918
Pennsylvania State Industrial Home for Women, Muncy 1920
North Central:
Indiana Reformatory Institution for Women and 1873
Girls, Indianapolis
Ohio Reformatory for Women, Marysville 1916
Towa Women’s Reformatory, Rockwell City 1918
Kansas State Industrial Farm for Women, Lansing 1918
Minnesota State Reformatory for Women, Shakopee 1920
Nebraska Reformatory for Women, York 1920
Wisconsin Industrial Home for Women, Taycheedah 1921
Illinois State Reformatory for Women, Dwight 1930
South:
Arkansas State Farm for Women, Jacksonville 1920
North Carolina  Industrial Farm Colony for Women, Kinston 1929
Virginia State Industrial Farm for Women, 1932
Goochland
West:
California Institution for Women, Tehachapi 1933
(female department of San Quentin,
1933-36)

* Later became an institution for delinquent girls.

the women’s prison system, affecting such diverse aspects of incarcer-
ation as architecture and sentence length. Its greatest impact lay in the
area of treatment: women’s reformatories established and legitimated a
tradition of deliberately providing for female prisoners treatment very
different from that of males. This tradition of differential treatment
persists and is the source of many of the problems which plague the
women’s prison system today.

There is far more literature on reformatories than on custodial in-
stitutions, for in its heyday the women’s reformatory was not merely
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an institutional model but a cause, a mission for the men and, more
typically, women who struggled to generate public support for separate,
reformative prisons for women. Not surprisingly, the literature pro-
duced by these advocates is intensely partisan. Promoters (e.g., Coffin
1886; Barrows 1910), reformatory superintendents (e.g., Johnson 1891;
Davis 1911; Monahan 1941), and enthusiastic observers (e.g., Robert
1917; Rogers 1929), all wrote in support of the reformatory plan. One
of the few exceptions to this rule of partisanship in the reformatory
literature is Estelle B. Freedman’s Their Sisters’ Keepers: Women’s Prison
Reform in America, 1830-1930 (1981), the first broadly focused and
analytic study of the history of female corrections.® As its subtitle
indicates, however, Freedman is more concerned with the women’s
prison reform movement than with the institutional history which is
of primary interest here. In what follows, I integrate some of Freed-
man’s findings and examples of the earlier partisan commentaries on
women'’s reformatories into an overview of the women’s prison system
during its second developmental stage, one which extended from about
1870 to 1935.

I begin by identifying factors which contributed to the development
of the reformatory, looking first at specific institutional contexts in
which the new model emerged, second at factors in the wider social
context that encouraged development and diffusion of the model. Next
I analyze the reformatory model in terms of the five dimensions pre-
viously used to take the measure of custodial institutions; this subsection
generalizes about the characteristics of reformatories as a group. I con-
clude by identifying reasons for the decline of interest in and eventual
demise of the reformatory model in the 1930s.

In this section on the reformatories, as in the last on custodial in-
stitutions, we find examples of unequal treatment. The matter of dif-
ferential care is more complicated in the case of reformatories, however,
for such institutions were established for the explicit purpose of pro-
viding women with programs superior to those of custodial institutions
(e.g., Barrows 1910, p. 167; Davis 1911, p. 45). Training was defined
in gender-specific terms—instruction tailored to what was considered

9. SchWeber (1982) has recently produced an excellent analytic history of the first
federal prison for women. There are a number of other sympathetic studies of women’s
reformatories in addition to those cited earlier in this paragraph; see, for example, Lek-
kerkerker (1931), Butler (1934), and Quarles (1966).
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the childlike, domestic, and asexual nature of the true woman.' In the
course of establishing prisons that would, proponents hoped, transform
fallen women into true women, reformatory advocates institutionalized
the double standard. From today’s perspective, their efforts to save
seem to have condemned their charges both to narrow programs and
to care which, because it assumed adult women were childlike, was
often infantilizing.

A. Origins of the Reformatory Model:
The Institutional Context

Three institutional developments of about 1870 helped generate the
new reformatory model of women’s prison. First, a House of Shelter
which opened in Detroit developed techniques that later became staples
of reformatory treatment. Second, at about the same time an entirely
independent, female-run prison for women was established in Indi-
anapolis. Third, a national convention of penologists and reformers in
1870 formally endorsed the creation of separate, treatment-oriented
prisons for women, thus giving a seal of approval and impetus to the
nascent reformatory movement.

In the 1860s, Michigan held nearly all its state prisoners, male and
female, in the fortress-like Detroit House of Correction, managed by
Zebulon Brockway. There Brockway established, and operated be-
tween 1868 and 1874, a House of Shelter for women that McKelvey
(1936/1972, p. 66) has quite rightly referred to as “in a sense the first
women’s reformatory in America.” Brockway’s inspiration for a separate
unit in which women would receive special “feminine” care came during
a visit to a school for delinquent girls. At the Lancaster, Massachusetts,
institution Brockway observed two features which he later introduced
into the operation of the shelter: a system of treating female delinquents
as though they were members of “families” headed by motherly ma-
trons; and the employment, as matrons, of “cultured” women who
would provide role models (Brockway 1912/1969, p. 107). On his return
to Detroit, Brockway built the shelter and hired, to oversee its oper-
ation, female assistants whom he hoped would “reclaim fallen women
. . . through the sisterly care, counsel and sympathy of their own sex”
(Detroit House of Correction 1869, p. 44). The “refined and virtuous

10. There are exceptions to this generalization. For example, some reformatories—
particularly during their first years of operation—put inmates to work laying concrete
walks, chopping ice for the icehouse, and farming. On the “true women,” see Welter
(1966).
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women” (Brockway 1912/1969, p. 107) who managed the shelter were
expected to create a context of family life in which inmates would
“receive intellectual, moral, domestic, and industrial training” (Detroit
House of Correction 1869, p. 7).

Methods of reform introduced at the House of Shelter soon became
key elements in the reformatory plan: deliberate efforts to deal with
female prisoners differently from males on the grounds of inherent
differences between the sexes; the “familial” treatment of adult female
prisoners and use of role models; and training aimed at reform. The
same was true of other innovations with which Brockway experimented
at the shelter—indeterminate sentencing and supervision of prisoners
released early on parole, for example; the application of special, longer
sentences to prostitutes (a misdemeanant group now incorporated into
the state prisoner population); and a system of grading that rewarded
good behavior with greater privileges. The shelter itself was short-lived
(women were removed to provide more space for males), but its influ-
ence persisted. Channeled by Brockway through the conduit of the
1870 prison congress in Cincinnati, the correctional techniques which
he and his chief assistant Emma Hall initiated in Detroit became a
mainstream in female corrections.

At about the same time, scandals over forced prostitution of female
prisoners at Indiana’s Jeffersonville prison inspired a Quaker couple,
Rhoda and Charles Coffin, to lead a movement for establishment of an
entirely separate prison for women in Indianapolis. The institution
which materialized in 1873 was the first entirely separate prison for
women in the United States. Moreover, after an initial tug-of-war with
an officious male member of the Board of Managers (Indiana Refor-
matory Institution 1877, pp. 51-54), the women who ran the new
institution achieved complete administrative independence. Each of
these characteristics—physical separation from a men’s prison and an
independent female administration—soon became a sine qua non of the
women’s reformatory.

In some respects, the Indiana Reformatory Institution fell short of
what were to become, when fully formulated, reformatory ideals. For
a while, for instance, it held girls in an adjacent (though entirely sep-
arate) unit; its original adult population consisted of felons rather than
the misdemeanants later identified as the ideal reformatory population;
and architecturally it more closely resembled the traditional prison than
the cottage-dotted campuses of later reformatories. But in other re-
spects, the Indiana institution pioneered in reformatory techniques. It
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insistently dealt with inmates in gender-specific ways, dressing them
in gingham (rather than old-fashioned stripes) and serving meals at
which “linen covers are spread over the clean tables, simple but at-
tractive china makes the room attractive, and a vase of flowers is not
considered too good for prison life” (Barrows 1910, p. 152). Moreover,
the institution stressed creation of a familial atmosphere and the re-
habilitative influence “of pure womanly examples” (Indiana Reforma-
tory Institution 1874, p. 27), and it aimed at training inmates “to occupy
the position assigned them by God, viz., wives, mothers and educators
of children” (Indiana Reformatory Institution 1876, p. 27).

Those who designed the Detroit House of Shelter and the Indiana
Reformatory Institution were to a large extent working in the dark;
they had few examples to draw on as they strove to develop an entirely
new type of prison for adults.! But it is also true that reform was in
the air, as was demonstrated by the number and enthusiasm of the
penologists and prison reformers who attended the 1870 convention in
Cincinnati. Significantly, Zebulon Brockway was one of the central
figures at this convention. For our purposes, most important among
the principles endorsed by the convention was that calling for the
classification of female prisoners into institutions of their own: ‘[TThere
shall be . . . separate establishments for women” (Wines 1871, p. 543).
This meeting was a major event in the origin of women’s prisons of
the reformatory type. The reformatory movement had begun slightly
earlier, but the Cincinnati prison congress, by stamping it with official
approval, gave the movement both respectability and momentum.

B. Origins of the Reformatory Model:
The Social Context

To identify the origins of the reformatory model is not to explain
why it evolved and was adopted by many women’s prisons founded in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Four factors were
particularly influential: the desire of male wardens to rid themselves of
female prisoners; the development of social feminism; the social purity
movement; and the emergence of a new stereotype of the female criminal.

11. To some extent, they looked for guidance to the Irish system of prison management
(Crofton 1871), which also influenced the design of men’s reformatories; institutions for
juvenile delinquents provided further inspiration. It is interesting to note that when
Sarah Smith became first superintendent of the Reformatory Institution in Indiana, she
visited the “penitentiary at Detroit [including the House of Shelter], the better to un-
derstand the workings of a model prison” (Indiana Reformatory Institution 1874, p. 15).
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In the years after 1870, as in those before, one important source of
pressure to create separate institutions for women came from wardens
of predominantly male prisons. These administrators wholeheartedly
advocated—indeed, sometimes begged for—removal of female convicts.
The presence of women sometimes precipitated scandals, and wardens
regarded the labor of women as “altogether unproductive” (Indiana
State Prison South 1869, p. 7). Complaining of inconvenience, wardens
throughout the country called for “wide separation” of the sexes (Wis-
consin State Prison 1926, p. 36).1

Another, more positive force nurturing development and diffusion
of the reformatory model was the movement since labeled “social fem-
inism” (O’Neill 1969; Banner 1974, chap. 3). This movement involved
middle-class women who, during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, participated in a variety of reforms aimed at improving
the lot of “the dependent and defective classes” and other underpriv-
ileged or disenfranchised groups. Some social feminists became active
in suffrage, others in the settlement house movement and “child saving”
(Platt 1977), yet others in women’s prison reform. In contrast to radical
feminists, who posed deeper challenges to the status quo, social fem-
inists worked to ameliorate existing social arrangements. Instead of
rejecting assumptions about gender differences, social feminists clung
to and even amplified gender stereotypes, attempting to introduce do-
mestic methods and values into the sphere of public policy. Indeed,
such stereotypes were the vehicle on which they rode into public life,
for, as Conway has pointed out, “Intellectually they had to work within
the tradition which saw women as civilizing and moralizing forces in
society” (1976, p. 309).

In connection with social feminism and its effects on women’s pris-
ons, Freedman’s new study is especially useful. Freedman firmly locates
agitation for women’s reformatories within the broader context: “The
establishment of separate women’s prisons contributed to the larger
process of female institution-building in the late nineteenth century.
Prison reformers and other social feminists drew upon the ideology of
women’s separate sphere and gradually expanded its boundaries from
the private to the public realm. By creating extradomestic female in-

12. While the wardens’ pleas for relief from care of female prisoners contributed to
the pressures that produced reformatories, the wardens often failed to achieve their own
immediate aim. In a number of states, the laws establishing reformatories excluded felons,
or at least recidivist and older felons, from the reformatory populations; hence these
women remained in custodial units attached to state prisons for men.
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stitutions—colleges, clubs, reform organizations, and even prisons—
middle-class American women gained both valuable personal skills and
greater public authority” (1981, pp. 46-47).

Freedman goes on to indicate the dangers intrinsic to this type of
feminism: “Like the separate but equal racial ideology, however, social
feminist strategy rested on a contradictory definition of equality. The
nineteenth-century prison reformers did seek to expand women’s
rights. . . . But at the heart of their program was the principle of innate
sexual difference, not sexual equality” (p. 47). For precisely this reason,
social feminism not only encouraged establishment of separate prisons
for women but also ensured that these institutions would help legitimate
dual standards of treatments, one for men and another, inherently more
restrictive, for women.

A third factor that created the supportive culture in which the ref-
ormatory movement flowered was the so-called social purity movement,
also roughly spanning the period 1870-1930. Its leaders tended to come
from the ranks of elite Yankee society; they included both men and
women, and some simultaneously involved themselves in several social
purity activities such as temperance and prison reform. Impelled by
anxieties about alcoholism, immigration, prostitution, urbanization, ve-
nereal disease, and the like, the social purity movement generally sought
to reaffirm and bolster traditional Anglo-Saxon standards (Feldman
1967; Pivar 1973; Schlossman and Wallach 1978; Connelly 1980). To
a considerable extent, social purity leaders provided the reformatory
movement with its ideological underpinning. In particular, they en-
couraged incarceration of prostitutes and other “immoral” women: to
remove fallen women from sexual circulation was endorsed as a eugenic
measure, one which, moreover, fitted nicely with Progressive interest
in social engineering. Furthermore, the social purity movement stressed
middle-class, Anglo-Saxon standards of propriety—standards that be-
came institutionalized in reformatory discipline.

Finally, the reformatory movement was sustained by emergence of
a new stereotype of the criminal woman that, in turn, the movement
did much to promote. In the early and mid-nineteenth century, the
female criminal had been considered thoroughly depraved and even
less likely to reform than her male counterpart. Near the opening of
the twentieth century, a second image began to emerge. No longer was
the female criminal depicted as monstrous, masculine, and hardened
beyond redemption. Rather, she was described as errant, led astray by
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white slavers, the victim of poverty, poor heredity, or heartless men.
In short, the female criminal became a wayward girl—or, to use the
favorite term of the time, a “delinquent” (see, e.g., Fernald et al. 1920;
also see Freedman 1981, chap. 6). This new image was useful to re-
formers pressing the claim that they and other women were indeed
capable of managing criminals. Moreover, their program of reformatory
care meshed well with the image of the female offender as a childlike
delinquent, in need of training rather than punishment.

These four factors do much to explain why the reformatory model
evolved in the late nineteenth century and went on to shape the de-
velopment of the prison system. But the reformatory movement did
not meet with immediate success after the important events of about
1870 in Detroit, Indianapolis, and Cincinnati. Due to legislative re-
luctance to fund costly new institutions and endow women with ad-
ministrative authority, women’s prisons of the reformatory type were
established quite slowly over the remainder of the nineteenth century.
Other than the Indiana institution, only three were opened by 1900,
one in Massachusetts and two in New York. However, those who
founded and superintended these institutions were busy experimenting,
refining the new model, and polishing formulations of reformatory
ideals. Although the reformatory that opened in Massachusetts in 1877
conformed in many respects to traditional prison architecture, for ex-
ample, it omitted the walls and offered a vigorous program of feminine
activities (including dancing beneath trees in long white gowns). The
House of Refuge opened a decade later at Hudson, New York, was the
first adult institution to use the cottage plan, and thereafter reforma-
tories allocated decreasing amounts of cell space in their central prison
buildings while increasing the proportion of beds in the outlying cot-
tages where inmates lived family style.” By the end of the nineteenth
century, reformatory ideals had been articulated (for one classic state-
ment, see Davis [1911]); what remained was more extensive imple-
mentation. This occurred rapidly in the early twentieth century: between
1901 and 1933, sixteen reformatories for women were opened in states
across the country, primarily in the northeast and north central regions.

13. Though founded as an institution which could receive women between the ages
of fifteen and thirty, Hudson later became an institution for girls only.
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C. The Reformatory Model

In what follows, I describe the reformatory model in more detail,
identifying its traits along the five dimensions used earlier to define the
custodial model.

1. Physical Aspects and Operating Costs. Reformatories were usually
located on large tracts of their own, sometimes several hundred acres
of farmland. Most were constructed on the cottage plan, with a central
administrative building. Around the administration building were
grouped separate cottages, each with beds for twenty to fifty inmates.
As one reformatory advocate explained in a passage applying to both
adult and juvenile reformatories for females: “The idea of having small
houses with little groups . . . was that each cottage should be a real
home, with an intelligent, sympathetic woman at the head to act as
mother. . . . It was believed that if small groups could be placed in
cottages enough motherly women could be found to give them the sort
of affection which would most surely help to redeem them” (Barrows
1910, p. 133).

In addition to creating the context for familial treatment, the cot-
tage plan had other advantages which appealed to reformatory founders.
It facilitated classification (“honor” inmates, for example, could be
grouped together in one cottage, babies in another). Because each had
its own kitchen and dining room, the cottage provided opportunities
to hone inmates’ domestic skills. Furthermore, the cottage symbolized
the rural values held dear by the reformers, who associated the coun-
tryside and fresh air with betterment, the city with crime and corruption.

Reformatories proved costly to operate. Each cottage needed its own
kitchen, dining room, and staff. Moreover, the farms often associated
with reformatories required personnel and machinery. Due to such
expenses, women’s reformatories were usually the costliest penal in-
stitutions in their states.

Life in a women’s reformatory was more comfortable than in cus-
todial institutions for either men or women. Within the cottages, in-
mates sometimes had their own rooms, more spacious and homelike
(though nonetheless secure) living units than traditional cells. Moreover,
the reformatories were usually unwalled and in other ways low in
security. Well-behaved inmates were occasionally granted freedom of
movement among the buildings, and some superintendents organized
picnics and nature walks over the often idyllic acreage of their institutions.

It is important not to idealize the physical advantages of the refor-
matories, however, or to equate these with overall improvement in the
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lot of female prisoners. Sprawling and inefficient, reformatory plants
consumed funds which might otherwise have been funneled into pro-
grams. Moreover, their physical design was part and parcel of an effort
that produced differential treatment. Inmates incarcerated in cottages,
organized to dance on lawns in the dusk, and led on picnics and nature
walks were being treated as children. They were being forced into the
role of characters in a bourgeois fantasy of a bygone rural world, rather
than being dealt with as adults in an industrializing, class-divided so-
ciety. For their occasional advantages they paid a high price in status
and, we can hypothesize, in self-image.

2. Inmate Characteristics. 'Whereas inmates of custodial institutions
were mainly felons, those of reformatories were usually misdemeanants
or even less serious offenders. Developers of the reformatory plan aimed
at rehabilitating women who, as Katherine Bement Davis put it, “led
immoral lives or ‘acted on impulse’ ” (1911, p. 46). Reformatory pop-
ulations included women convicted of petty larceny, prostitution, and
vagrancy and of even less serious offenses like “being in danger of falling
into vice,” “lewd and lascivious carriage,” and “waywardness.” Davis’s
study of the first thousand commitments to Bedford, the New York
reformatory which she superintended, showed that 51.2 percent had
been committed for offenses other than felonies or misdemeanors:
“ ‘Other offenses’ means common prostitute, frequenting disorderly
houses and in danger of becoming morally depraved, habitual drunkard,
soliciting on the public streets, etc. It should be said that out of the
one thousand the number of those who have led sexually regular lives
is almost negligible” (New York Bedford State Reformatory 1911, p.
56).

Not all reformatories were able to withstand pressures also to accept
more serious offenders (Bedford, in fact, had admitted selected felons
from the start), and as time went on, most were forced to squeeze out
misdemeanants in order to make room for felons.'* But, particularly in
the early decades of the reformatory movement, some institutions were
able to maintain the ideal of receiving only those petty offenders who,

according to reformatory theory, were most susceptible to rehabilitative
influences.

14. Those which did not were closed. For example, the California Institution for
Women at Sonoma, a reformatory for selected misdemeanants, opened in 1922 only to
close about a year later, and New York’s State Farm for Women at Valatie, dedicated to
care of older, repeat misdemeanants, closed in 1918 after several years of operation.
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Thus women committed to reformatories, especially during these
institutions’ early years, often had no male counterparts in state-sup-
ported penal institutions in terms of their offenses. The state-run pris-
ons for men which were called reformatories held young felons, not
misdemeanants. Men who had committed crimes like fornication and
drunkenness, if they were prosecuted at all, were at most punished
with brief jail terms. Like correctional institutions for juveniles, wom-
en’s reformatories brought under state control a population that pre-
viously had been ignored by the criminal justice system or else handled
by cities and counties and treated more similarly to males.'* The women
who lobbied for and administered reformatories believed they were
doing such offenders a service by providing for them special care. (See
New York Hudson House of Refuge 1890, p. 10.) But in the course
of doing good, they treated other women like children and perpetuated
the double standard that required women to conform to more difficult
moral rules than men and punished them if they failed to do so.

Not surprisingly, women committed to the reformatories tended to
be young. During their early years, some reformatories had populations
in which the majority of inmates were between sixteen and twenty-
five years old. A few states went so far as to prohibit their reformatories
from receving women over thirty on the theory that older women were
unlikely to reform. As we have seen, inmates of custodial institutions
tended to be older.

Racially, too, reformatories differed in their populations from cus-
todial institutions for women. Whereas disproportionate numbers of
blacks were incarcerated in the latter, the former held mainly whites,
particularly during the institutions’ early years. Evidently judges were
ready to save white women by committing them to reformatories but
were reluctant to similarly save women of color, deeming the latter less
worthy of rehabilitative efforts. Another factor which worked to ex-
clude blacks was racial prejudice on the part of the institutions them-
selves. Two southern reformatories openly refused to receive black
women during their first years of operation, and there are indications
in admission ledgers of at least one northern reformatory that its early

15. Those who founded women’s reformatories explicitly argued that such institutions
were needed to hold minor female offenders for longer terms, stressing that “it would
cost the State less in the end to take these girls and women and keep them long enough
to train them so that a reasonable percentage could go out as respectable and self-
supporting women” (Davis 1911, p. 45, quoting Josephine Lowell, founder of several
New York state prisons for women).
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administrators did not even consider the possibility of nonwhite com-
mitments.'¢ As time went on, black women were introduced into the
populations of the reformatories. However, they usually remained a
minority prior to 1935, and they were nearly always segregated by
cottage and program.

3. Administration. In contrast to custodial institutions, the refor-
matories were run entirely by women, and these women enjoyed high
degrees of administrative independence (cf. SchWeber 1982). Most states
required by law that their reformatory be superintended by a woman,
and some specified that she should hire mainly female staff. Thus not
only the guards but also the physician and head farmer were women
in some reformatories. This emphasis on female staff was in part a
result of the conviction (expressed most strongly by female reformers
themselves) that only other women could understand and deal with the
problems of female offenders. The emphasis also flowed from the con-
cept of role models: about 1870 reformers began to endorse the theory
that, through example, proper women could encourage fallen women
to mend their ways.

The all-female nature of reformatory administrations had some ob-
vious advantages for inmates. It eliminated the possibility of sexual
exploitation by male keepers, and it increased the likelihood that those
who operated the institutions would be sensitive to women’s needs and
concerns. On the other hand, it is doubtful that such administrations
were as advantageous to inmates as the reformers claimed. Wide social
class differences divided the working-class women incarcerated in re-
formatories from the middle-class, sometimes highly educated women
who superintended them.'” It is not clear that the administrators were
well prepared to understand the inmates’ problems, particularly those
which related to social class, work, and independence. On the contrary,
it was in part the failure of the founders and administrators of refor-
matories to tolerate sexual and other mildly deviant behaviors of work-

16. The two southern reformatories were those of North Carolina and Virginia. The
northern reformatory was the Western House of Refuge at Albion; its intake ledgers
(now in the State Archives at Albany) leave space for the recording of information on a
large number of variables (including mental disabilities of the inmates’ grandparents) but
none for race, thus indicating that only one race—the whites whom the institution did
in fact exclusively receive at first—was expected at the time the ledger format was
prepared. When in later years black women were received, “colored” was written at the
top of the ledger page.

17. The statement about the social class of inmates is based on as yet unpublished
data collected from the prisoner records of several reformatories. For information on the
social class of the reformers, see Freedman (1981).
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ing-class women which led to the founding of reformatories in the first
place. Moreover, the extent to which middle-class, college-educated
administrators provided relevant role models for their charges (many
of whom were being trained to be domestic servants) is also open to
question. They encouraged propriety but certainly not upward mo-
bility. Freedman (1976) has argued that the keepers, rather than the
kept, profited from the reformatory movement’s introduction of all-
female administrations. Some middle-class women did benefit from the
opening of positions in corrections to their sex. But for inmates the
result was maternalistic care which, though well intentioned, was also
morally intolerant, coercive, and condescending. Women held in cus-
todial institutions, like male state prisoners, experienced nothing com-
parable to this intense moralism.

4. Approackes to Discipline. 'The innovative nature of the reformatory
model was perhaps most clearly evident in its approaches to discipline.
Two aspects of reformatory discipline are particularly noteworthy. First,
the reformatories implemented the penology of rehabilitation in terms
of gender roles, attempting to reform inmates by training them to be
good wives, mothers, or domestic servants. Second, the reformatories
developed a characteristic type of sentence, an indeterminate sentence
of three years.

Women’s institutions of the custodial type approached discipline in
a manner similar to that of the men’s prisons with which they were
associated, albeit less consistently. Women’s reformatories, in contrast,
“feminized” prison discipline, stressing individualization of treatment,
mildness in punishments, and a noninstitutional, homelike atmosphere.
Discipline in women’s reformatories was further congruent with the
female gender role in its emphasis on sexual purity and its tendency
to infantilize inmates. This translation of rehabilitation into feminine
terms was very much influenced by the social feminist and social purity
movements that themselves helped precipitate the reformatory
movement.

Specific disciplinary practices within the reformatories were by and
large derived from the concept of the institution as a substitute family.
To the first superintendent of New York’s Western House of Refuge,
for example, the family system meant an “absence of rewards or pen-
alties without any system of marking for conduct or misconduct.” Like
many other superintendents, she believed that the “female tempera-
ment” could not abide the “arbitrary rules” and stern punishments that
characterized discipline in institutions for men (New York Western
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House of Refuge 1899, pp. 16-17). Reformatories conceived of their
charges as temperamentally close to children and punished them ac-
cordingly; priding themselves on underutilization of punishment cells,
some chastised difficult inmates by sending them to their rooms. Al-
though more punitive techniques eventually crept into the discipline
of even the best reformatories, the ideal was a far cry from the disci-
plinary techniques of custodial institutions.

Another important difference between the two models lay in the area
of sentencing. Women in custodial institutions received the same type
of sentence as did men convicted of similar felonies; these sentences
were determinate or indeterminate, depending on the historical period,
and their length was linked to the seriousness of the offense. The sexes
were treated with relative equality, then, in custodial institutions, and
the principle of proportionality, according to which the punishment
should fit the crime, prevailed.

Sentencing practices were quite different in women’s reformatories.
It is somewhat difficult to generalize on this point because the refor-
matories developed a variety of sentencing structures. However, there
was a form of sentence typical of those reformatories that did not have
to compromise their ideals. This was the indeterminate three-year sen-
tence, a type unknown in custodial women’s institutions, except at the
Detroit House of Correction, where Brockway had written the original
“three years law” applying to prostitutes (1912/1969, chap. 8). The
indeterminate three-year sentence had no minimum. Prisoners could
be released on parole at any time, but they could also be held for the
three-year maximum if they failed to show signs of reformation. This
type of sentence ignored the ancient principle of proportionality. Like
the analogous sentence of some men’s reformatories, it linked time
served to prisoners’ current behavior rather than the seriousness of their
past offenses. '®

In general, reformatory women spent less time in prison than did
their custodial counterparts, for the latter were felons with longer sen-
tences. But although the terms served by reformatory women were

18. The “pure” women'’s reformatory sentence was developed by the two New York
state reformatories founded in the late nineteenth century at Hudson and Albion. Orig-
inally, women sent to these institutions could be held for up to five years (New York,
Laws of 1890, chap. 238, §8). Some judges objected to the disproportionality involved in
such lengthy sentences for women convicted of petty offenses, however, and in 1899 the
maximum term was reduced to three years (Laws of 1899, chap. 632, §1). A five-year
indeterminate sentence applied at the New York State reformatory for young men at
Elmira, but that was a prison for felons.
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usually briefer, they were arguably more severe in at least two senses.
They were more severe in that, first, the principle of proportionality
was abandoned by reformatories that adopted the three-year indeter-
minate (or a similar) sentence for what were often petty offenses. Some
women who founded and managed reformatories argued that it was
quite proper to ignore the principle of proportionality because their
aim was not to punish but to treat—to retrain and reform, a process
that required time (see n. 15). Other supporters of women’s reforma-
tories, those who subscribed to the principles of eugenics, argued that
reformatory sentences should be totally indefinite so that genetically
inferior women could be removed from sexual circulation (e.g., Glueck
and Glueck 1934, pp. 309-10). No matter what the justification, up to
three years (not to mention up to life) was a high price to pay for minor
crimes.

The second sense in which reformatory sentences were more severe
than those of custodial institutions lies in the fact that they legalized
differential treatment of women. Men were sent to state prisons because
they had committed felonies. Women could be committed to refor-
matories for misdemeanors or even lesser offenses. Similarly, men could
not be required to serve up to three years for minor public order crimes.
Women sent to reformatories were thus punished more harshly than
men who committed the same types of offenses.

5. Programs. Work programs in reformatories consisted mainly of
training in cleaning, cooking, sewing, and waiting on tables. Although
inmates of custodial institutions were also assigned to maintenance
chores, the reformatories glorified such activities, even to the point of
offering courses in them. One, for instance, set up a Cooking Depart-
ment with worktables, sinks, and stoves so that inmates could be in-
structed in food preparation (New York Western House of Refuge 1918,
p. 18). Many provided instruction in different types of knitting and
sewing, courses which might culminate with production of one’s “parole
outfit.” Such elaborate training in what the reformatories liked to call
domestic science could not have been found in custodial women’s pris-
ons. The reformatories developed such vocational programs because
they aimed at producing proper women who would, on release, assume
positions as domestic servants or marry and become good wives. A
New York report of 1927 on the Western House of Refuge explained
that “no industries are maintained, but every inmate is taught to cook
and care for a home. This is the most important thing in the work of
the institution. Most of the girls when paroled go into homes where
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this knowledge is necessary” (New York State Commission of Correc-
tion 1927, p. 87). Indeed, reformatories paroled large proportions of
their inmates to positions as domestic servants. Parole could be revoked
if the woman failed to perform satisfactorily.

In comparison to custodial institutions, reformatories developed strong
programs in education and recreation. Women spent several hours daily
in classrooms where they received instruction in such subjects as read-
ing, penmanship, and personal health care. When not in class or on
work assignments, they might be required to participate in outdoor
sports, the production of a play, or choral singing. Such activities may
have made reformatory life a richer (not to mention healthier) experience
than that in custodial institutions. However, provision of these some-
what superior opportunities was inseparable from an institutional ap-
proach that treated women as unrefined youngsters.

The profile of “the” reformatory that I have drawn is perforce ab-
stract, a type to which no specific institution corresponded exactly at
any time. Certainly no actual reformatory continued to correspond to
it as, over time, administrative realities began to temper idealism. In
what follows, I qualify some of the preceding generalizations and ex-
plain why interest in the reformatory model eventually began to wane.

D. Diffusion, Decline, and Eventual Demise of
the Reformatory Model

The movement to establish reformatories for women did not affect
all regions of the country equally. It was strongest in the Northeast,
where the social feminist and social purity movements also took stron-
gest hold. Nearly every state in the Northeast established a reformatory,
and New York founded three. Eight of the twelve states in the north
central area also established reformatories. However, although the re-
formatory model had originated in the north central region (in the De-
troit House of Shelter, the Indiana Reformatory Institution, and the
1870 Cincinnati prison convention), by the late 1870s leadership of the
movement had passed to the northeastern states (see, e.g., van Wyck
1913, p. 94). Moreover, the north central institutions were seldom as
successful as their eastern counterparts in achieving reformatory ideals:
they tended to provide weaker programs; few made consistent use of
the indeterminate sentence; only one placed an upper limit on the age
of women who might be received; and several (such as the crowded,
unambitious institution at Marysville, Ohio) made little effort to achieve
reformatory aims.
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The South was not entirely unaffected by the reformatory move-
ment, for three institutions of this type were established in the region
(in Arkansas, North Carolina, and Virginia). But in the southern re-
formatory movement, indigenous women’s groups were less involved.
The reformatory in Arkansas, for example, was established largely
through the work of Martha P. Falconer, a visitor from the Northeast
(Thomas 1930, p. 505). Southern reformatories were less likely than
those of the North to be entirely separate from institutions for men;
only one of the three adopted the cottage plan; none placed an upper
limit on the age of women who might be received; and only one, in
North Carolina, excluded felons. Their programs, furthermore, were
thin. Significantly, the reformatories of Arkansas and North Carolina—
the two which most closely resembled northern counterparts—were
finally closed. Thus the women’s reformatory movement was less ex-
tensive in the South and produced relatively weak institutions.

The West was even less affected than the South by the reformatory
movement. Only California established a women’s prison designed along
reformatory lines, and that in 1929, when the movement had nearly
run out of steam. The California Institution for Women took felons
from the start, and after its first few years of operation it entirely
excluded misdemeanants, the traditional reformatory population (Voight
1949, pp. 7-8, 11)." Moreover, this institution at Techachapi was so
remote that in time it was abandoned as a reformatory for women, its
population being relocated to Frontera in 1952.

Thus as a rule, the more distant a state was from the northeastern
heart of the movement, the less interest it showed in establishment of
a reformatory. Just as there was a geographical decline, so was there a
falling off of interest in reformatory ideals over time: the goals, tech-
niques, and even characteristics of inmates held in these institutions
changed considerably over the sixty-five years spanned by the refor-
matory movement. Freedman (1981) has identified many of these
changes: the “narrowing of reformers’ visions” as they confronted the
realities of prison management (p. 67); the shift in techniques from
“feminine solicitude” to “more orthodox methods” of prison discipline
(p- 72; also see pp. 73, 97); and the reformatories’ “increasingly anach-
ronistic” adherence to rural and domestic values as the nation developed

19. It is not clear that any misdemeanants were in fact committed to CIW; certainly
felons predominated in its population from the start. In the nonreformatory states of the
South and West, as in those of the other regions, female felons continued to be held in
custodial units associated with prisons for men.
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“an urban industrial economy” (p. 95). As time went on, moreover,
the care that both women’s and men’s reformatories could provide
declined in quality. They became overcrowded, and legislatures balked
at funding expensive treatment programs. The tilt toward custodialism
was encouraged by the eugenics movement, which led to demands that
reformatories provide “permanent custodial care” for women with “in-
herent weaknesses . . . and defectiveness” (Kansas Women’s Industrial
Farm 1920, p. 6; also see Hahn 19805). Despite their ideal of using
only mild chastisements, some reformatories came to rely on harsh
physical punishments (see, e.g., Kennedy [1921] and Freedman [1981],
p. 99). More black women were committed as time went on, and in
many states the seriousness of commitment offenses also increased as,
faced with the need to deal with real offenders, judges were forced to
forgo the luxury of sentencing to reformatories women guilty of offenses
like being in danger of falling into vice. Actual vice came to command
more attention than its mere threat.

The transformation of reformatory populations to include large pro-
portions of felons marked the end of the reformatory movement. This
transformation was in large part a product of financial need. Many
reformatory states had also maintained a custodial, back-up unit for
felons. As time went on, the expense of maintaining two women’s
institutions simply became too heavy. Significantly, it was about 1930,
just after the start of a major economic crisis, that a number of states
closed their custodial units, transferring their populations to reforma-
tory grounds. (Usually a new and more secure prison cottage was
constructed for this group.)

Women’s prisons that had begun as reformatories now changed char-
acter, perforce incorporating elements of the custodial model.?* This
debasement of the reformatory plan caused little dismay among mem-
bers of the women’s groups that traditionally had backed women’s
reformatories, however. By 1935, the women’s reformatory movement
had run its course, having largely achieved its objective (establishment

20. Ohio limited the population of its reformatory at Marysville to felons in 1929. In
1933, New York closed its State Prison for Women at Auburn, transferring its inmates
to newly acquired property across the street from the Bedford reformatory. Similarly,
Wisconsin, Nebraska, and Illinois closed the custodial units for women at their central
state prisons in 1933, transferring the felons to their reformatories.

21. Of course, some reformatories had held both misdemeanants and felons from their
time of opening; in these, elements of the two models had mixed from the start. However,
even in these, as felons came to predominate in the population, the character of the
institutions necessarily changed.
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of separate prisons run by women) in those regions of the country most
involved with Progressive reforms in general. Moreover, by the 1930s
alarm over prostitution and venereal disease had abated (Connelly 1980),
and the attention of penologists had begun to shift from rehabilitation
of individuals to efficient management of the statewide prison systems
(see, e.g., New York State Prison Survey Committee 1920). Thus,
around 1935, states stopped building institutions according to the re-
formatory model, and the reformatory movement drew to a close.

With that movement’s demise, inmates of prisons that had begun as
reformatories no longer received the advantages associated with such
institutions—concern to keep punishments mild, for example, and ef-
forts to individualize treatment. Gone were the days of nature hikes
over the reformatories’ rolling hills. Women now had less freedom
within the institutions, and security measures were intensified. What-
ever benefits had accrued to inmates from the reformatory movement
dwindled and disappeared. But there survived the reformatory legacy
of differential treatment, a legacy which continued to manifest itself in
infantilization of inmates and in the severer sentences to which women
were liable.

III. The Third Stage, 1935-80: A Brief
Overview of Recent Developments
The third stage in the development of the women’s prison system is
less clear-cut in character than the previous two, in part because no
distinctive model or type emerged during this period, in part because
regional patterns differed greatly. In what follows, I combine the
chronological with a regional approach, looking at developments in the
women’s prison system in, first, the northeastern and north central
states, then those of the South, and finally those of the West.

This third stage is covered in less detail than the earlier two, a
limitation imposed not only by space but also by the quality of sources.
It is more difficult to obtain information on recently established wom-
en’s prisons than on those founded in the nineteenth century. Many
nineteenth-century prisons published bulky annual reports brimming
with details on inmates and management, and there are a number of
types of documents that can be used to supplement these annual reports
and check their accuracy. In contrast, contemporary prisons and cor-
rectional bureaucracies are chary of sharing information. No in-depth
discussion of recent developments in the women’s prison system can
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take place until researchers discover ways to circumvent the deficiencies
in the currently available data.

A. Development in the Northeastern and
North Central States

In terms of institution founding, there was almost no change in the
women’s prison system of the northeastern and north central states
between 1935 and 1980. Only one new institution was established in
this period—Michigan’s Huron Valley Women’s Facility, which opened
in 1977.22 The reason for this stasis is clear: due to the reformatory
movement, states of these regions already had women’s prisons.

That the quality of care provided in recent decades by these prisons
fell far below that furnished to male prisoners in the same states has
been thoroughly documented, as I noted in the introduction. Recent
studies have identified some of the sources of this inequity, including
the greater number of male prisoners and biases of male corrections
officials. Another source was the merger, in the early twentieth century,
of the custodial and reformatory traditions; pooling their disadvantages,
they fed these into the subsequent operation of prisons which had begun
as women’s reformatories.

By 1935, most northeastern and north central states were sending
female felons to the institutions that had originated as reformatories,
and the idealistic reformatory movement had died of exhaustion. The
former reformatories naturally began to incorporate aspects of the cus-
todial model, including its tradition of less adequate care for female
than for male prisoners. Even in the heyday of the reformatory move-
ment, legislatures had often failed to allocate funds sufficient to support
the ambitious rehabilitative programs, but now that the former refor-
matories held mainly felons, inadequacies in their facilities, programs,
and staffs were even more easily ignored. Outsiders took little interest
in the plight of female felons, and prison officials devoted the bulk of
attention and resources to problems in men’s institutions; thus inade-
quacies of women’s prisons took low priority, just as they had in wom-
en’s custodial institutions from the early nineteenth century. Other
aspects of custodialism also worked to degrade the quality of care in

22. The Missouri State Penitentiary for Women was established as an independent
institution in 1955. No more was involved than a few statutory and administrative
changes, however, for the “new” institution was located in the buildings of the previous
Women’s Branch of the State Penitentiary. Because women had been held at that location
at least since the 1860s, the prison established in 1955 does not qualify as a new institution.
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the former reformatories in this post-1935 period—its more rigid ap-
proach to rules and punishments, for example, and its tradition of
indifference to living conditions.

Many of the problems historically associated with the reformatory
tradition, moreover, continued to affect management of institutions
conceived in this tradition. Despite the growth of suburbs, the rural
location of some women’s prisons that had begun as reformatories re-
mained troublesome, cutting inmates off from families and community
resources. In addition, the former reformatories continued to have high
overhead expenses due to their subdivision into a number of separate
units. Even more significant were the original reformatories’ social class
prejudices and their resultant insistence on conformity to proper wom-
en’s roles, biases which worked to perpetuate care which was moralistic
and out of touch with the problems of working-class and minority
women. For example, after 1935 as before, women’s prisons attempted
to cultivate inmate self-respect through encouragement of ladylike ap-
pearances; cosmetology courses and personal grooming programs played
major roles in the curricula of such institutions. Lacking a tradition of
industrial training, these women’s prisons went on failing to prepare
inmates for competitive jobs. Women continued to be called “girls” and
in other ways as well were still subjected to the childlike treatment
considered appropriate for female offenders. (For documentation of
these and related problems, see Glick and Neto [1977] and Burkhart
[1973].) It is in large part because of the tradition of differential treat-
ment has such deep roots in the reformatory tradition that gender
stereotyping remains a major problem in the administration of women’s
prisons (especially those which originated as reformatories) today.

Thus both the custodial and reformatory models, as they converged
in the 1930s on the sites of former reformatories in the northeast and
north central regions, brought to these institutions their own type of
differential treatment of women.

B. Developments in the South

Seven separate prisons for women had been established in the south
before 1935, and thereafter—at first glance—the development of the
southern system of women’s prisons seems to have been one of slow
but steady growth.? One other institution was opened in the 1930s,

23. The seven southern prisons for women established before 1935 were Texas’s Goree
Farm (1910), Arkansas’s State Farm for Women (1919), Alabama’s Wetumpka State Pen-
itentiary unit for women (1923, later moved to Julia Tutwiler Prison), North Carolina’s
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two each in the decades of the 1940s and 1950s, four in the 1960s, and
five in the 1970s. But in actuality, the development of the women’s
prison system in the South was neither steady nor progressive. It was
characterized instead by ad hoc solutions, frequent transfers of female
populations from one inadequate location to another, and an absence
of legislative involvement in provision for this group that led to a lack
of legal standards and of checks on the authority of prison bureaucrats.

To understand the nature of developments in the South in the post-
1935 period, it is necessary to step back a moment to get a longer-term
view of the evolution of women’s prisons in the region. After the Civil
War, many southern states established or rebuilt some sort of penal
institution for men in or near which female prisoners were also held.
In some states, this was a penitentiary to which a custodial unit for
women was appended and maintained until overcrowding forced es-
tablishment of a separate prison for women. The latter event, with few
exceptions, occurred in 1930-80. This route of maintaining women’s
institutions as adjuncts to men’s penitentiaries was taken, for example,
by North Carolina, which held felons of both sexes together at the state
prison at Raleigh until lack of beds forced removal in 1933 of the women
to old prison buildings on the outskirts of town; over the years new
buildings were added to the plant, and the North Carolina women’s
prison remains at the Raleigh location today. Similarly, Tennessee held
its women prisoners in a series of custodial units near its central pen-
itentiary until, in 1965, an overflowing female population led to estab-
lishment of a separate Prison for Women (Hahn 19804). Unlike North
Carolina, Tennessee built an entirely new institution for its female
prisoners, but the process was basically the same one of splitting off
from a men’s penitentiary in these two and a number of other southern
states.

Not all southern states built central penitentiaries, however. Some
established prison farms or plantations, and in these states a different
process brought separate women’s prisons into being. Some states which
operated prison farms began by renting women prisoners out to local

Industrial Farm Colony for Women (1927), Delaware’s Women’s Prison (1929), Virginia’s
State Industrial Farm for Women (1930), and North Carolina’s Women’s Prison (ca.
1933). However, the term “established” must be used somewhat loosely in the case of
these and other southern prisons, for frequently establishment involved not legislative
action but merely administrative fiat. Significantly, of the seven prisons just listed, only
the three reformatories, in Arkansas, North Carolina, and Virginia, were formally es-
tablished by legislative action.
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farmers on a share system, mainly to work in the fields. Even in those
states, however, women prisoners eventually were located at camps on
the grounds of the state prison farm. Often they were moved from
camp to camp for a number of years until they ended up in barracks
which, enlarged and rebuilt over time, finally became the state’s official
women’s prison. In general outline, it was this pattern of development—
from farming out prisoners to establishing prison camps to an inde-
pendent prison—that resulted in the first prison for women in Texas.
(This prison, Goree, was supplemented in 1975 by another, more mod-
ern, women’s institution.) Arkansas similarly shifted its female pris-
oners about until in 1951 it established a reformatory on the grounds
of Cummins Farm.?* In 1975, women were moved out of Cummins to
a new women’s unit at Pine Bluff, about thirty miles away.

Despite the many variations, the women’s prisons established and
operated in the South since the 1930s have shared two traits. First, as
in the previous period, their populations were overwhelmingly black.
Second, nearly all of these institutions conformed to the custodial
model—often with a vengeance. They were usually more crowded than
the women’s institutions of other regions, in some cases appallingly so;
and their programs were even weaker. Often crammed into unsanitary
dormitories without the slightest opportunity for privacy, at times bru-
talized sexually, either abandoned to idleness or assigned to hard and
at times crippling labor, women incarcerated in southern prisons in
1935-80 generally had poorer care than women prisoners in other re-
gions during that time (see, e.g., Murton 1969). Their treatment seems
to have been inferior to that of their southern male counterparts as well
(see, e.g., Wheaton 1979). Like women in custodial institutions since
the prison system began, those in the South in the post-1935 period
were outnumbered by male prisoners. Hence they were neglected and
underprotected, and their special needs were ignored.

C. Developments in the West

Until the 1960s, provision for female prisoners in the West remained
at a stage out of which eastern states had begun to move about a century
earlier. Only California had established a separate institution for women,
and that only after a titanic struggle between women’s groups and the

24. Despite its name, the Arkansas State Reformatory for Women at Cummins Farm
was a purely custodial operation; even an Arkansas penal committee referred to it as
“the so-called Reformatory for Women” (Arkansas Penitentiary Study Commission 1968,
p. 3.18).
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state prison bureaucracy (Monahan 1941). Other western states, having
few female prisoners, continued to hold them in a central penal insti-
tution. Sometimes locked in a second-story room of the administration
building, sometimes tucked away in a small annex of their own, these
prisoners experienced the same disadvantages as had women held in
the mid-nineteenth century in institutions like Auburn and the Ohio
Penitentiary. Occasionally they were supervised by the warden’s wife
or a hired matron, but often they were left alone, vulnerable to each
other and male staff. Because they were few in number, they did not
seem to warrant the expense of special programs and equipment; yet
they were isolated from the resources of the male population. As late
as 1979, Montana and Utah were apparently still relying on the old
solution of holding female state prisoners in small appendages to their
central prisons for men.*

During the 1960s and 1970s, however, nearly all of the other western
states created a women’s prison system where none had been before
by establishing seven separate institutions for women.?* This sudden
expansion was caused mainly by over-crowding and, frequently, de-
crepitude of the older units for women. Six of the seven new institutions
(in Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, and Wyoming)
basically continued in the custodial tradition. They were larger than
the previous custodial units for women and somewhat more indepen-
dent in administration but otherwise not markedly different.

To judge from the scanty information available, the programs of these
six new prisons for women were impoverished, gender stereotyped,
and weaker than those offered in the same states’ prisons for men. For
example, in 1973 Nagel criticized neglect of industrial activities at
Oregon’s Women’s Correctional Center: “Salem . . . has [only] small
ironing and sewing rooms, the inevitable beauty shop, and the usual
service activities” (p. 117). Several years later, a civil rights committee
took this same women’s prison to task for providing fewer educational

25. According to the American Correctional Association (1980, p- 139), in 1979 an
average of eleven women were held at the Montana State Prison. However, different
information on the situation of female prisoners in Montana appeared at about the same
time in Potter (1978): “Montana’s 12 women are divided between a separate Life Skills
Center in Billings and a coed facility in Missoula” (p. 15). During the 1970s, Utah opened
two work-release facilities for women. The American Correctional Association’s Directory
suggests, however, that Utah’s female felons continued to be sent to the state prison until
near the end of their sentences (1980, p. 233).

26. The only exception seems to be Idaho, which evidently held its few female pris-
oners at a coed unit opened in 1974 in Cottonwood (American Correctional Association
1980, p. 75).
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and vocational programs and “fewer meaningful job opportunities” than
Oregon’s prison for men (Oregon Advisory Committee 1976, p. 37).
While the details differed from state to state, the general picture for
these six prisons was one of dreary routines and at best a few cosme-
tology and high school equivalency courses. Men’s prisons in the same
states offered richer programs, more services, and greater opportunities
for furlough and work release.

The seventh of these recently established western prisons, Washing-
ton’s Purdy Treatment Center, has been hailed as “the best women’s
prison in the country” (Potter 1978, p. 22). When it opened in 1971,
Purdy consisted of “low brick and concrete buildings [that] face a land-
scaped and paved inner courtyard”; its architects were said to have
“captured more of a community college atmosphere than that of a
prison” (Horne et al., n.d., p. 2). In program, too, Purdy was in some
respects innovative, providing separate apartments for women on work
release, for instance, and encouraging contacts between inmates and
their children.

In the design and operation of Purdy, we can perhaps detect the
emergence (albeit tentative) of a third model of women’s prison, one
which rejects the traditions of both custodialism and the reformatory
and might be called a campus model. During its first years, Purdy at-
tempted to provide rehabilitative programs and to be sensitive to the
special needs of women (thus rejecting the custodial tradition) and at
the same time to avoid treating its inmates as children (thus turning its
back on the reformatory model). Yet it is debatable whether Purdy
achieved a radical break with the women’s prison system’s legacy of
differential treatment. Although it was more varied than the programs
of the custodial prisons of other western states, Purdy’s program con-
tinued to emphasize interests traditionally associated with women—
arts and crafts, cosmetology, and office skills. Moreover, its behavior
management program has elicited scorn from inmates who, echoing an
old theme in female corrections, have damned it as belittling and ju-
venile (Potter 1978, p. 24). Thus this seeming exception to the type of
women’s prison found elsewhere in the West, and in the country as a
whole, may in fact not be much of an exception after all.”

27. A few other recently established women’s prisons seem, like Purdy, to have begun
by struggling to develop a new model, one which would involve modern buildings on
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IV. Conclusion

A recent article in the New York Times pointed out that “the criminal
justice system discriminates in two ways against women—for them and
against them” (Bird 1979). In this sketch of the origins and evolution
of the women’s prison system, I have identified some of the historical
roots of this double-edged inequity, discrimination against in the tra-
ditions of the custodial model, discrimination for in those of the re-
formatory model.

It will take much more research to bring the historical outlines of
the women’s prison system into clear focus. We need full-scale portraits
of individual institutions, especially those founded since the 1930s; from
these we can build toward more complete understanding of regional
differences. Court records for specific cases and archives holding pris-
oner registries and case files can be used to establish inmate profiles
and identify ways in which women reacted to incarceration. The re-
lation between women'’s reformatories and institutions for juveniles calls
for exploration, as does that between prisons and other institutions
(such as mental hospitals) for women. Historical comparisons of the
conviction offenses, sentences, and time served of men and women,
and of black and white women, will shed light on issues such as offense
patterns and differential treatment. More work also is needed on social
factors that affected rates of female incarceration. Finally, the history
of women’s prisons must be better integrated with that of men’s. Ac-
counts of the penal system which ignore women distort our under-
standing of the evolution of women’s prisons and of the prison system
as a whole.

Once some of this work has been done, data on the incarceration of
women can be used to test hypotheses about the functions of prisons.
For example, Rothman has posited that the penitentiary was designed
in response to a crisis of “disorder in the new republic,” as an attempt
to correct a perceived “faulty organization of the community” (1971,
p- xix). Were the sources of this disorder associated mainly with men?

a campus-type site and that would avoid gender-stereotyped programs. Examples include
the St. Gabriel prison opened in Louisiana in 1961 and the Women’s Correctional center
opened at Hardwick, Georgia, in 1976. But like Purdy, these other efforts to develop a
new type of women’s prison have by and large failed to achieve their potential, a failure
due to overcrowding, underfunding, and persistence of gender stereotyping in program
design. The warden of one such institution complained to me that she was unable to
introduce more up-to-date programs because the state’s correctional bureaucracy “funds
the women’s prison last.”
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If so, does this help explain why only one prison for women was
established in Jacksonian America? If small numbers were the reason
little attention was paid to female criminals during that era, we are still
left with the question, Why were women in the early penitentiaries
not fully subjected to the routines considered remedial for men? And
why—as seems almost certainly to have been the case (Crawford 1835/
1969, pp. 26-27; Lewis 1965, pp. 157-58)—were judges reluctant to
sentence women to penitentiaries if these were viewed as institutions
that could restore social stability? Similar questions might be asked of
the revisionist historians who argue that penitentiaries and other nine-
teenth-century institutions were “weapons of class conflict or instru-
ments of ‘social control’ ” (Ignatieff 1981, p. 153). Why were women
not included in this solution?> And why, even when women were in-
carcerated and assigned to hard labor, was less effort made to exploit
their work for profit?

While most such questions must wait till further information is avail-
able, enough is known of the women’s reformatory movement to in-
dicate that it, at least, will support the thesis that incarceration was
economically useful to capitalism (Currie 1973; Foucault 1977). The
thesis, however, will have to be restated, for where incarcerated males
provided cheap labor, women’s reformatories functioned to keep women
out of the industrial labor force. On the other hand, the reformatory
policies of domestic training and parole to domestic positions did help
maintain a pool of cheap household help for middle-class women—the
group who founded these institutions—and arguably these policies
strengthened the gender-role divisions and family structure which un-
dergirded industrial capitalism (Zaretsky 1976; Rafter, forthcoming).

Whatever other conclusions may be indicated by expansion of prison
history and theory to include women, one will surely be that beliefs
about gender have played a crucial role in the design of penal institutions
and treatment of their inmates. Penitentiaries were designed for men.
Given nineteenth-century beliefs about the nature of women (or, at
least, white women), there could have been no widespread movement
to subject women to the lockstep and lash. Although small numbers
of female convicts were held in penitentiaries, they were treated dif-
ferently in some respects just because they were women. The powerful
influence of gender roles on prison design is best illustrated by the
reformatory movement which, splitting into two tracks, produced very
different institutions for men and women. And gender preconceptions
continue to affect the nature of incarceration, contributing to a women’s
prison system which emphasizes role training.
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Women’s prison history has implications for policy as well as theory,
indicating alternatives to current practices. Today, for example, there
is growing concern to preserve the ties between incarcerated women
and their children (Haley 1977). Lessons can be learned from the refor-
matories, many of which allowed prisoners to keep their infants. The
past can also instruct when it comes to so-called coed prisons. Within
the last several decades, a number of states and the federal system have
returned to the nineteenth-century practice of holding women and men
together (Anderson 1978). These experiments have increased the range
of opportunities available to women, but due to women’s own hesitancy
or unwitting discouragement by staff, they may not use these oppor-
tunities to full advantage. As in the outside world, moreover, women
tend to get in more trouble when there is illicit contact between the
sexes (SchWeber 1980). History suggests that the potential benefits of
coed prisons cannot be realized unless there are equal numbers of men
and women and an administrative sensitivity to forces which push
women toward the end of the line.

This leads to a third policy area, the current pressure for equal
treatment of male and female prisoners. Differential treatment, over
time, has been a product of unequal numbers as well as of gender-role
assumptions. As Beaumont and de Toqueville pointed out in the early
nineteenth century, “It is because they [female prisoners] occupy little
space . . . that they have been neglected” (1833/1964, p. 72). If equal
treatment is to be achieved or even attempted, the implications of the
“numbers” problems will have to be faced. Equal treatment will nec-
essarily involve much greater expenditure on female prisoners since it
is more costly to operate institutions for relatively few. The current
economic situation and crisis of overcrowding within prisons—not to
mention nearly two hundred years of differential care—suggest that
equal treatment of female prisoners will not be achieved in the fore-
seeable future.
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