


Adriana 

 
In 1899, shortly before she is released from the State Labor 
Institution, Adriana is visited by the Ladies Committee  
 
Unmarried, aged 50, without any skills or money, being in the 
State Labor Institution for the fifth time, the poor house 
seemed the best option. 
 
The committee did its utmost to get her placed in the Leiden 
poor house 
But: “ Being accommodated in the meantime in a very decent 
family, she took once again to the bottle and scolded the 
member of the LC after being admonished” 
 

 



Rika  

Rika (60) on the contrary, was, after also having 
been in the SLI for five times, very grateful for 
the help of the committee in 1904. 

She wrote many a grateful letter from the Jewish 
old women- and men’s house. She was placed 
there by mediation of the Ladies committee. 



Moral improvement of imprisoners: 
the ladies comittee 

 
 

• Inspiration: Elizabeth Fry  

• Ladies committees near prisons 

• Changing views 



The ladies  
committee in Leiden 

• Upperclass women 

• Dedicated to their mission  

to improve the fate of the  

dispatched female beggars  

and vagabonds 

 



The state labor institution in Leiden 

• Answer to persistent minor offending like 
begging, vagabonding and drinking 

• Solution: forced labour during a longer period  

• From 1889 on in  special institution for 
women   

 



 HisH   Historical Context 

Women at the end of the 19th century had 
a very weak position 

Lower class women of society could 
hardly support themselves 

They were strongly dependent on family 
networks 

When deviant like being an unmarried 
mother or prostitute they were not 
eligible for poor relief  





Inhabitants SLI 

• Old 
• Handicapped and ill  
• Single (unmarried, widowed, abandoned) 
• Children out of wedlock 
• Disabled families (poverty) 
• Alcohol abuse  
• Some were prostitutes 
• Many workwomen or maids 
• Neglected/ abused 



Treatment in the SLI 

• Labour: sewing, knitting, laundry work  

and some kitchen- and gardenwork 

• Repentance by religion 

• Some education  

• Hardly any efforts for reintegration 

• Not really concerned about their future interest: 
it was only after an intervention of the minister of 
justice that they admitted the LC 

 



The activities of the ladies committee 

Mediation: 

• Restoring relations with family 

• Getting a job (maidservant or cleaning mostly) 

• Placement in poor houses or youth boarding 

• Support (financial or in kind) 

• Keeping in touch 

 

 

 



Restoring family contacts: 
 

“ Sjoukje  de Graaf is back with her husband and 
writes happy letters to her fellow detainees”   

But in a lot of other cases the family was part of 
the problem, might even have been the biggest 
problem 

“returned to the bottle,  coerced by her husband, 
and now back in the SLI” 



Work 

• Maidservants 

• Cleaning  

• Hawking (provided supplies)  

• Local factories like the  

cannery factory Nieuwenhuis  

in Leiden 

 

 

 

 



Placement in poor houses or juvenile 
institutions 

• Most of the younger women could not settle 
and were soon back on the street or in the SLI 

• Also most old women remained not very long 
in the poorhouse 



Keeping in touch 

• Writing letters 

• Asking others to keep an eye 



Outcomes  

In general: very seldom lasting improvement 
• Too ill, addicted or damaged to be able to fit in 

(work or institutions) 
• Their family was mostly  
part of the problem  
• Alternatives (the poor  
houses/ juvenile institutions) 
 were at best more or  
less the same (accent on  
repentance and admonition) 
 

 
 

 
 



Appreciation 

• In a way quite modern:  they recognized the 
importance of social relations, work and support 
(moral and material). 

• Concentrated on circumstances and behavior not on 
character. 

But: 
• the distance between their world and that of the 

beggars was huge. 
• the problems the women were complex and serious 
• It must have been hard to overcome the stigma of their 

previous life course 



Appreciation 

• Dedicated 

• Optimistic 

• Pragmatic 

• Using network 

 

In most cases:  it did – unfortunately - not go well  

But:  in some cases their effort, attention and 
involvement must have meant a great deal to the 
inhabitants of the SLI who probably had not experienced 
much empathy and compassion during their former lives 


