
366 PART IV  •  CORRECTIONAL CLIENTS

FEMINISM
Women staff would not be employed at the level they are, and female inmates would 
not have the attention and programming they do, albeit usually less than men and boys, 
if not for the sustained efforts of feminist scholars and practitioners agitating for their 
rights and their needs (Pollock, 2002b, 2014; Rafter, 1985; Smykla & Williams, 1996; 
Stohr, 2006; Young, 1994; Zimmer, 1986, 1989; Zupan, 1992). As indicated by Rafter 
(1985), the proponents of change in female corrections in the last half of the 1800s and 
first half of the 1900s tended to be of two minds, as represented by the moralists and the 
liberal feminists.

There were those moralists, who were sometimes social feminists, as Rafter terms them, 
who believed that women and girls involved in the criminal justice system were, in 
effect, morally impaired and therefore in need of religious and social remedies (prayers, 
efforts to keep them chaste, etc.). Women were crudely classified by these moralists as 
either “good,” thus acting in conformance with societal expectations for their gender 
role (labeled the madonna), or as “bad,” thus acting in opposition to their expected 
gender role (labeled the whore). This conceptualization and limited view of the possi-
bilities for women and girls and its focus on sexuality were also shaped by social class 
and race/ethnicity. Those women who were of a higher class and who were white were 
believed to more closely approximate the madonna category, until, that is, they vio-
lated societal expectations that they be docile homemakers with nary a thought in their 
heads. Should they violate these expectations regarding their gender role and social and 
legal prohibitions against the commitment of crime, then they were double deviants. 
(Rather than just being deviants, as men and boys who committed crime were, women 
and girls involved in crime were also deviants in terms of societal gender role expecta-
tions [Belknap, 2001].) Women of lower classes, but particularly women of color, were 
not expected to attain this madonna status. Women in the lower and even in the working 
classes, which described most women in the late 1800s and early 1900s, often worked 
outside of the home because they had to in order to help support their families; thus, the 
belief—really a myth—that most women used to work only in the home applied only to 
the middle-class and wealthier women, not to the majority of women. Women of color, 
disproportionately represented in the lower classes, then and now, were seen as more 

Source: Carson (2015); Kaeble, Maruschak, and Bonczar (2015); Minton and Zeng (2015).
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Liberal feminist: 
One who believes that 
the problem for girls 
and women involved 
in crime lies more with 
the social structure 
around them and that 
the solution lies in 
preparing them for an 
alternate existence so 
that they do not turn 
to crime.

Double deviants: 
Women and girls are 
often seen as doubly 
deviant when they 
engage in crime 
because they have 
violated societal 
gender role 
expectations, and they 
have committed a 
crime.
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