Women and Habitual Drunkenness

Due to a large portion of the 19th century population being jailed for intoxication, laws were passed to try to control or reduced the in public incorrigible acts. From the documentation of literature written concerning this intolerable behavior, it has been recorded that women were the main offenders of infractions for habitual drunkenness. The jail sentence time normally ranged from a period of two to months.  
The inebriate Act was passed in 1898 and allowed local authorities to set up certified reformatories to treat drunkards. These acts shorten prison terms for lawbreaker and provided residential treatment for the undesired behavioral problem. The philosophy behind the certified reformatories was to help citizens reform and rehabilitate, rather that punish or imprison.  The reformatories were strategically selected in areas away from the temptations of city life and placed in rural areas.  The regime was to bring about long term changes in behavior and attitudes. 


Reformatories structured their residential transformation treatment plans around mandated diets, hard work, regular routines, bible reading sessions, and religious services.  In order for this treatment program to be beneficial, the average confinement time was sentences from one to three years. Overseers of these institutes believed that this time was needed to eradicate one from his or her old habits and create new ones. 

The Inebriated Act passed in 1898 was soon considered an experiment and liability in the works. From 1899 to the First World War, 14 reformatories were established. Within the 14 facilities there were a total of 4590 inmates.  The cost and maintenance for these reformatories exceeded Local and Federal budget expectations.  Individuals within these establishments were presumed to be repeat, hardened, non reversible drunks. Because of the overcrowding of the reformatories in placed, it became hard to diagnose mental illness from symptoms of excessive inebriation. 


Regardless, to the failure or success of this act, it is clear that this was one of the first attempts by government to try to help and control regarding a social issue. Complaints about the reformatories were countless, bur anticipated from the patients/prisoners.  From the Girgenti Home, a certified reformatory in Scotland, an inmate writes:



I am keeping in very good health. I am thankful to say, but I am very downhearted when I think of al I have to stand from day to day and from year to year and I have to say nothing whether I am right or wrong and for nothing  I ought to be outside working and treated with kindness and respect and getting paid for my work, but to work hard form day to day and not even get a kind word  I shall never forget this as long as I live… My one prayer is to have my health and I will put up with the rest for it is an awful place to have anything wrong with you.


Surprisingly, it is recorded that 250,000 people were committed to prisons annually, from 1899 to 1913 for drunkenness; however 81 per cent committed were women. The Inebriate Act of 1898 could not support the rising amount of convictions for being uncontrollably intoxicated in public.  The predominance of women over men committed in prisons or reformatories was the results of several factors, according to this article: 

1. Because reformatories were less restrictive and more feminine environments, men were best placed in prison with high security.

2. Judges or magistrates really did not want to commit men to either the prison system or the reform system because they were the sole source of support for their families.

3. The report argues that men are capable of self-reform, unlike women which alcohol eventually posses and over- whelms them. Inebriation was argued to be a behavioral problem which women could not control.
