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Historical Attention to  
Female Inmates

The reformation period improved the lives 
of inmates, including much-needed dedicated 
attention to female inmates. Prior to the refor-
mation movement, there had been little (if any) 
effort to provide humane facilities for female 
inmates apart from male prisoners. When 
female inmates had been segregated from male 
inmates, it meant that they were kept in poorer 
conditions, where they were subjected to cruel 
treatment, including rampant rape and other 
sexual assault. Pregnancy as a result of this vic-
timization during incarceration was common. 
While the treatment of white women was 
appalling, the treatment of black women was 
even worse. While white female inmates were 
routinely sexually victimized by prison officials 
and guards, the cells confining black female 
inmates were often intentionally left open so 

male prisoners and prison officials could gain access to sexually victimize these women freely. 
The Declaration of Principles called for separate establishments for women and, in doing so, 
not only improved conditions of incarcerated females but also feminized corrections.9 The call 
for this separation is found in Principle XIX of the 1870 Declaration of Principles:

Prisons, as well as prisoners, should be classified or graded so that there shall be  
prisons for the untried, for the incorrigible and for other degrees of depraved character, 
as well as separate establishments for women, and for criminals of the younger class.

Indiana Women’s Reformatory was the first independently operating, all-female,  
maximum-security correctional facility managed using the Declaration of Principles. This 
reformatory, which opened in 1873 near Indianapolis, shared no staff or operations with a 
male prison, making it the first all-female, separate institution in the United States. Sarah 
Smith, an advocate calling for the end of sexual violence against women, served as the 
reformatory’s first superintendent. In this role, Smith also became the first female super-
intendent of any prison in the United States. Fully implementing the principles outlined 
in the Declaration was challenging because finding willing and competent female staff 
for the reformatory proved difficult. Female staff members, known as matrons, were sub-
jected to high demands in difficult circumstances with low pay. Given the lack of matrons, 
more traditional means of supervising female inmates, such as corporal punishment, were 
used. Like other reformatories, work was emphasized and female inmates were expected to 
develop useful skills to minimize recidivism upon release. These tasks included doing laun-
dry, sewing, dealing with livestock, painting, and working on renovation projects.

By the early 1900s, most were disillusioned with the reformation movement. While 
reformation did much for improving the treatment of inmates and the conditions in which 
inmates—especially female inmates—were detained, little evidence of reformation among 
inmates emerged. After being released, inmates frequently reoffended. Public support grew 
for greater discipline, control, and punishment of inmates. The populace believed that 
criminals owed a debt to society and clamored for retributive incarceration. Reformatories 
continued to function, but they adopted more punitive policies as America’s appetite for 
more discipline, punishment, and control was implemented.

Return to the Punitive Approach
Since the end of the reformation period, a diversity of philosophies in incarceration 

has been adopted (and abandoned) in institutions across that nation. Some facilities used 

Contemporary all-female DUI chain gang in Arizona. Do you believe serving 

on a chain gang would deter DUIs in the future? Why or why not? What 

sort of treatment of those who drive drunk would be most effective to deter 

future DUIs? How about gang violence or other types of violence?

matrons: Correctional 
officers in a women’s 
prison or reformatory.
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