
Making the case for a Feminist Historical Criminology: Female Homicide Offending in 

Victoria 1860-1920 

Dr Vicky Nagy, University of Tasmania 

Cases involving mundane crimes rarely capture our imaginations. We, as a society, 

remember the sensational murder trials that received attention in the news media, particularly 

where there are discussions including lurid details of a case. Especially fascinating for many, 

notably the makers of various Netflix series and their viewers, are women who are convicted 

killers with nicknames such as the “Dark Angel”, “Black Widow”, “Hell’s Belle”, “Lady 

Bluebeard”, or “the Angelmakers”.i However, female homicide is not nearly as infrequent, 

nor as titillating as what true crime dramas or podcasts present it as being, and other than 

those women who find or found themselves with either lengthy prison sentences or execution 

as their punishment, there is still a lot of social and criminological silence around women’s 

violence. 

  Knowledge about women’s homicide offending en masse and not just as case study 

analysis is missing from Australian scholarship. Recognising the short comings of existing 

research, Australian criminologists have recently called for historical investigation into 

women’s offending and imprisonment in order to provide a greater contextual framework.ii 

The ideal methodology for such research would be located within historical criminology. 

However, historical criminology draws upon the two disciplines of history and criminology 

that are arguably still dominated by very traditional (read: patriarchal) outlooks on their roles 

in society and research focus.iii The 1970s critical turn in both disciplines introduced both 

history and criminology to feminist theory, which has in-turn had impact on questioning 

women’s place in historical as well as criminological study both as subjects and actors of 

research. The feminist interpretation of the study of history has had impact on understanding 

and uncovering women in the past, while critical feminist criminology has highlighted 

women as victims of crime, the criminalisation of women, and the role of the criminal justice 

system today.iv Yet, neither history nor criminology have been dominated by feminist theory, 

with women’s and gender historians not bringing the women in the margins to the centre of 

the discipline. Arguably “feminist historians…[are] seemingly …doing their work in a well-

fenced backyard”.v And although feminist criminology has offered theories to women’s 

criminality the discipline is still male-centric and thus remains disengaged with theories of 

women’s violence; the result is that women’s violent offending has not been adequately 



theorised about and is still left reducing interpersonal and violent actions to gendered 

stereotypes of women’s mental or biological instability.vi  

 This chapter argues that historical criminology cannot remain disinterested in critical 

feminist and gendered analysis as it develops, or it risks recreating the same gaps in research 

that is currently a problem in both history and criminology. Because historical criminology is 

not a clearly identified branch of criminology and thus does not have a body of scholarship 

that is seminal to its foundation, there is space for a critical theory to develop that includes 

gendered analysis as part and parcel rather than as a marginalised avenue of inquiry. Recent 

historical criminology has continued to focus on men as offenders, in policing and gangs- 

mirroring dominant, patriarchal criminology.vii This chapter turns its attention to women as 

homicide offenders. Using the records of 95 women from the Central Register of Female 

Prisoners who were imprisoned on homicide charges in Victoria between 1860 and 1920 the 

chapter examines the crimes and responses to these women, as well as consider how 

homicide conviction rates today compare to this historical sample. This chapter takes the 

position argued by Lawrence that historical criminology is ‘the only methodologically robust 

means by which to evaluate the potential for the past to help explain the present’ in 

criminology’viii however, as I argue, utilising historical criminology from a feminist 

perspective is key. 

 It is important for this chapter to first consider how history and criminology positions 

violent women before considering the data from the prison records, for the two disciplines 

have approached the topic in a very similar manner even though there is distinct difference on 

the time frames under examination. Both disciplines have predominantly analysed women’s 

violence through case-study analysis and have emphasised the outliers to the norm- women 

who were executed or involved with male offenders.  This has been an issue in Australian 

history and criminological research with the result that topics, such as homicide offending by 

women in general has not been explored in detail beyond the occasional paper considering 

women’s homicide offending in the twenty-first century.ix 

 

 

Violent women 



As Godfrey notes, to historians the visibility of women as offenders is neither new nor 

surprising, although even within this discipline focus has predominantly been on sensational 

case studies.x Australian literature about women’s historical violent offending has tended to 

focus on reproductive crimes (abortion and infanticide) or crimes linked to sexuality (namely, 

prostitution) with limited focus on murder or manslaughter unless it was associated with any 

of these “feminine” crimes.xi Focus has also been predominantly on investigating New South 

Wales or Tasmania with attention primarily on convict history, although there has been some 

attempt to consider Victoria.xii Emphasis has been on case studies of specific female 

criminals in contrast to longitudinal, quantitative research. This has resulted in a significant 

gap in our understanding of historical women’s criminality and imprisonment in Australia.  

Historical and criminological analysis not only in Victoria but elsewhere has favoured 

focus on those women convicted of homicide who were executed for their crimes.xiii This is 

understandable- there are more sources for us to access in these cases (newspaper or other 

archival) frequently because they were the odd ones out- these were the sensational trials and 

scenarios that mobilised the public, legal and political imagination and conversation. In 

Victoria five women were executed: Elizabeth Scott (executed in 1863), Frances Knorr 

(1894), Martha Needle (1894), Emma Williams (1895), and Jean Lee (1951). Executions of 

women in the colony, and later state, were few and far between; in contrast 181 men were 

hanged between 1853 and 1967. Focus on the minority within the minority means that in 

contrast to the UK, Europe, US and Canada where there have been a multitude of quantitative 

and qualitative investigations, there is a lack of foundational knowledge for our 

understanding of women’s historical violence and imprisonment for homicide in Australia.xiv  

Microhistorical research from Europe and Canada has been crucial to unearthing the role that 

women often played in the criminal justice system, especially as defendants, while 

researchers of UK history have been perhaps the most prolific in connecting historical data 

with the present, with the result that the place of women as violent offenders can be 

confidently traced.xv  

Criminology has tended to ignore women as offenders, even in the twenty-first 

century but women’s violence has caused and continues to cause concern in the criminal 

justice system and society.xvi The prevailing wisdom of early classical criminology offered 

biologically positivist explanations for female criminality that had been part and parcel of 

criminological literature in the late 19th century and affected criminal men as well as women. 

Cesare Lombroso had argued that women’s criminality and violence was linked to atavism 



and lack of evolution to the higher creature that is man. This had links to the “science” of 

phrenology, but Lombroso went a step further in his research and built criminal types based 

on the height, weight, even hair texture of the offender. According to Lombroso’s The 

Female Offender “murderesses” had skulls and facial features similar to men’s, while thieves 

and prostitutes were daintier. His science also noted that of female murderers, poisoners were 

the most intelligent due to their cranial capacity, but prostitutes were overall the smartest of 

all criminal women, yet still vastly inferior in intelligence than the “better class of 

women”.xvii 

This was how women’s homicide offending was explained well into the 20th century 

at a time when criminology had been considering new theories on criminality for over three 

decades and had moved beyond biological positivism to consider psychological and then 

sociological explanations. While men’s offending was explained increasingly in more 

sociological terms, women’s criminality was not. It was in 1975 that the move to sociological 

explanations happened when Freda Adler argued that feminism not only allowed women to 

take advantage of legitimate opportunities outside of the home, but now created opportunity 

for women to participate in criminal activity on equal footing with men.xviii This was 

debunked by feminist criminologistsxix but it never lost its hold in the popular imagination 

and media reporting. In fact, some aspects of it have returned to criminology with arguments 

that young women’s freedoms to engage with countercultures and cyber-cultures that are 

deviant and can lead to criminal offending have only been possible due to feminism.xx  

Even with gendered theorisations of violence in Australia, the focus has remained on 

women as victims of male violence, rather than as the offenders.xxi This has in turn resulted in 

women’s homicide offending being conceived of as either due to domestic violence (i.e. the 

battered woman killing her violent partner) or linked to female biology (i.e. the postpartum 

mother killing her infant).xxii It has been argued that moving beyond this theorisation is 

challenging in feminist criminology due to feminists not wanting to “own” the problem that 

women can be and are violent.xxiii There is consequently a paradox of agency whereby 

women’s agency is removed by criminologists during the very moment when a woman is 

exerting her agency through the act of killing.xxiv It is for this reason that women’s homicide 

offending needs to be examined longitudinally and not on a case-by-case or typology basis so 

that we can move beyond stereotyping women’s murder and manslaughter and in turn 

develop theories that can respond to women’s violence today and into the future. Thus, a 



criminological response to women’s violence and incarceration is not possible while the 

history remains unexamined and unwritten. 

 

Homicide in Victoria 

While the number of homicides, regardless of the offender’s sex, are used as a 

barometer of societal safety, and homicide is the most reliable measurement of crime,xxv there 

has not been any longitudinal historical analysis of it for either male or female offenders in 

Victoria or Australia.  When it comes to homicide, the “dark figure of crime” is relatively low 

because it is in the best interests of a community and government to investigate what 

happened. Whereas items can be stolen and never recovered, domestic violence can happen 

behind closed doors and away from the attention of friends, family and neighbours, and fires 

can be started in a way to divert attention away from the perpetrator or another crime, hiding 

the death of someone through murder or manslaughter is difficult and tends to arouse 

suspicions in authorities. It is considered the most serious of crimes, legally as well as 

socially, but beyond case study analysis, in Victoria at least, there has been little attention on 

exploring how the criminal justice system responded to women’s homicide offending over an 

extended period of time. Without an historical examination of homicide convictions, it is not 

possible to predict to what extent women’s offending has or has not shifted nor how 

prosecution of women has or has not changed from the nineteenth century to today.xxvi  

Nationally, homicide offending rates has been decreasing since the late 1980s with the 

Australian average being 1.2 per 100,000.xxvii Male rates of offending have decreased the 

most dramatically from 3.7 per 100,000 in 1992-3 down to 2 per 100,000 by 2015.xxviii 

Women’s offending during this period has remained stable at 0.5 per 100,000.xxix When we 

consider murder alone, women commit about 15% of the murders in Australia today, a rate 

that has remained stable over the decades.xxx In Victoria, the overall number of homicides 

(that is murder as well as manslaughter) have decreased sizeably since the mid-19th century. 

Using raw data from the Australian Institute of Criminology I was able to analyse and track 

the fall in men’s homicide conviction rates in Victoria.xxxi In 1864 the rate of male homicide 

convictions was at 3.6 per 100,000 (the same as the national rate in 1992-3) which by 1921 

had dropped to 0.4 per 100,000. In contrast for the same period between 1864 and 1921, 

women’s homicide conviction rates remained relatively stable between 0.3 and 0.5 per 

100,000 for the six-decade period. The percentage of female offending has remained stable in 



the intervening years as well- women’s homicide offending has persisted at 0.5 per 100,000 

consistently in Victoria.xxxii When considering the contexts and characteristics of women’s 

violence, or how little women’s convictions for homicide has changed over the past two 

centuries little is known about why conviction rates have remained so stable.xxxiii  

 

Women’s homicide offending 1860-1920 

As part of my pilot study into women’s homicide offending in Victoria I have used 

the Central Register of Female Prisoners from Victoria. This records 6,042 women who first 

entered Victoria’s prison system between 1860 and 1920. There are caveats I should mention: 

the records for 1875 are missing, and for some reason the rural imprisonments data is scant 

prior to 1880 but outside of that it has been a well-kept administrative record. There were 95 

women convicted of a homicide offence (murder or manslaughter) between 1860 and 1920- 

one woman was convicted of both murder and manslaughter so the convictions number 96. I 

have not included “concealment of birth” as part of this data set simply because although it 

was a violent act it was not classified as homicide per se and I am only focusing on those 

offences here. The majority, 64 convictions (that is 66.7%) were for murder, and 32 (33.3%) 

were for manslaughter.  

Women’s imprisonment rates in Victoria were steadily dropping throughout the 

nineteenth-century, indicating that either judges were less inclined to imprison women, juries 

were more inclined to acquit women as the century wore on or that society was becoming 

safer and attempts were being made to divert people from the prison system; alternatively it 

could be a combination as was the case in the UK and Europe.xxxiv Victorian crime rates were 

steadily declining all throughout the nineteenth century and has been argued to be a decline 

independent of the courts. Rates of male executions were also falling in Victoria indicating 

diversion and perhaps even judicial benevolence towards men as the century ended. xxxv  

Rather than what was occurring for non-violent offences in Victoria, and in either the 

US or UK as the 19th century closed where women were increasingly being removed from the 

criminal justice system even for violent offending, what we see in Victoria is the opposite. 

Women’s imprisonment for murder is actually rising by 1899 when 5 women were convicted 

of murder in one year. In contrast, manslaughter convictions peaked almost a decade earlier.  

Figure 1: Murder vs manslaughter convictions (1860-1920) 



 

Executions of women were rare in Victoria- as mentioned earlier there were 5 in total. 

All five women had been found guilty of murder. Execution as punishment was possible for 

other offences such as rape but was only utilised in cases of murder when women were the 

offenders.  The other women convicted of murder between 1860 and 1920 had their death 

sentences commuted to time in prison or alternatively the woman was deemed unfit to stand 

trial and so would find herself detained in prison at the Governor’s pleasure. It is these cases, 

where women were not executed, which offer us far more fascinating tales of how the 

criminal justice system, how society, and how the medical community responds to women’s 

homicide. While far fewer women were executed and imprisoned in Victoria for murder than 

men in total, conviction rates were much higher.  

Analysing the data from Mukherjee et al. for the period between 1862 and 1899 

highlights the discrepancies. Between 1862 and 1879, women’s convictions for homicide 

were higher than men’s in one year only: 1868. In 1868 47.62 per cent of men charged with 

murder or manslaughter were convicted as opposed to 66.67 per cent of women. In the 

remaining decade between 1869 and 1879, men were more likely than women to be 

imprisoned if charged with murder. There are outliers within this period; in 1866, juries were 

unwilling to convict, with only 29.41 per cent of men convicted of murder or manslaughter, 

and no women convicted of either crime. This was repeated in 1875 when none of the six 

women tried for murder or manslaughter were convicted. However, there is a distinct shift 

later from 1880 through to 1899 where women’s conviction rates for homicide outstripped 

those of men for eleven years. In 1895 (the year of Emma Williams’ execution, and the year 



following Martha Needle and Frances Knorr’s hangings) 80 per cent of women tried for 

murder and manslaughter were found guilty.  This is in comparison to only 28.57 per cent of 

men. Gender could and did play a role in demands for the halting of executions but was part 

of a greater social movement away from capital punishment for even the most serious 

offences. Therefore, an intersection between evolving nineteenth-century distaste for 

executions, decreasing overall crime rates, as well as continued perceptions about appropriate 

criminal justice responses to the sexes appears to have been the driving force for such 

changes in conviction as well as execution rates.xxxvi  This is counter to previous research 

claiming judicial chivalry can be used to explain why so few women found themselves in the 

hangman’s rope.xxxvii Although authorities arguably feared male violence more than women’s 

and there was a distaste in seeing women on the gallows, this did not translate to women 

accused of murder or manslaughter bypassing punishment. The analysis of all female 

homicide convictions also offers us more insight into the victims of women’s homicide than 

just looking for the sensational cases.  

Women’s Homicide Victims 

The results from the analysis of my homicide dataset supports prior research findings 

that homicide is not a prevalent crime amongst female criminals and the victims of female 

offenders are overwhelmingly individuals with whom they have close, often familial, 

relationships.xxxviii However, the findings also question the manner in which women’s 

violence has been categorised: children were the most likely to be victims of women’s 

homicide, but counter to popular perceptions, husbands or other males known to the women 

were not as likely to be victims as other known women were.   

Table 1: Victims of Female Homicide Offending 

Victim Murder Percent Manslaughter Percent 

Infant or child 33 51.6 18 56.2 

Known Adult Men 9 14 4 12.5 

Known Adult 

Women 

18 28.1 6 18.8 

Male or Female 

Stranger 

0 0 0 0 



Unknown 4 6.3 4 12.5 

Total 64 100 32 100 

• This is just a count of the number of women convicted of murder or manslaughter not the 

number of victim ** Unknown means that neither the prison record nor newspaper records 

make mention of either the women or their victims. 

While women convicted of murder had similar victim profiles to those who were convicted of 

manslaughter the circumstances of their crimes tended to be different. Arguments that 

nineteenth-century infanticide or filicide in English-speaking territories were often due to 

women’s concerns about loss of employment, finances, shame or alternatively done as part of 

“baby farming” efforts to make money also appear in the Victorian murder and manslaughter 

convictions, however, there were key differences. Of the murder convictions, only one 

woman was convicted of murder after being accused of baby farming (Frances Knorr who 

was hanged for her role in the death of three children), and while four of the manslaughter 

charges were for baby-farming, none of the four women could be tied to the deaths of more 

than one infant each. This difference can account for why juries found them guilty of 

manslaughter rather than murder. Baby-farming in Victoria evoked the same moral panic 

about the “slaughter of innocents” as in the UK but was tied more to governmental concerns 

about a declining white and non-convict population in the young colony. This would explain 

why so few of the Victorian homicide cases actually involved so-called baby farmers.xxxix 

Although no woman was convicted of killing a stranger, 24 of the 95 women (25.3 

per cent) were convicted for killing a female associate. More women were convicted for 

murder than manslaughter in these instances. The victim breakdown in Victoria is counter to 

what was found by other scholars with English and Welsh data. Whereas 25.3 percent of 

Victorian women were convicted for the homicide of a female associate, only 6.9 percent of 

women sentenced to death in England and Wales had killed a female acquaintance in the 

period between 1900 and 1949.xl In England and Wales women killing women was an 

aberration, while in Victoria it was more frequent and underlines the importance of Australia 

specific investigations into women’s violence and demonstrates that while women as 

homicide offenders are far lower in number than men, they are not homogenous group as 

typically envisaged. 

 Six of the eighteen women convicted of murder were known abortionists who had 

accidentally killed their clients. At a time of limited birth control options, terminating the 



pregnancy via abortion was a regular occurrence, albeit one that ran many risks usually 

involving sepsis after the operation. Wife abandonment rates were high in the colonies. Alice 

Jepson claimed to have killed her child and attempted suicide due to a fear that her husband 

was intent on abandoning her. Claims such as these were often received with understanding 

by judges and juries. Women who were pregnant at the time that their husbands abandoned 

them had the choice of giving birth and having another mouth to feed (at a time when the 

average Melbourne family had eight children), killing their offspring, or having an abortion.xli 

Abortionists like Elizabeth Taylor found themselves before the courts on numerous 

occasions; Taylor herself was before judges on seven instances, one of which resulted in a 

murder and another in a manslaughter charge, but she did not end up serving either of the 

sentences to the end.xlii While abortion may have been considered a taboo topic, Victorian 

courts were regularly hearing about botched procedures and sentencing women for causing 

the deaths of or harm to women desperate to rid themselves of their pregnancy; only the most 

extreme cases of a dead client appears to have resulted in a homicide charge for abortionists. 

In all other instances of female homicide victims, it was either a mother, a sister, or a 

close friend that the offender had a disagreement with, where alcohol and frayed tempers 

fuelled by jealousy underpin the cases. There were instances which do not fit any category, 

such as that of the three Hampton sisters and their mother who were transferred to lunatic 

asylums after they all appeared to have had a mental breakdown simultaneously and stabbed 

the youngest Hampton girl to death.xliii How this examination of female victims of women 

convicted of homicide lines up with contemporary killings is difficult to unpack; case study 

analysis dominates feminist criminology. When attention is paid to these cases by 

mainstream criminology then again attention is on the psychological motivations of 

individual women thereby pathologizing women rather than considering and believing that 

women can be violent and aggressive, albeit differently to men. Analysis of women as 

homicide victims of other women is a gap in current scholarship. Perhaps where we do have 

more contemporary knowledge of women’s homicidal offending is when women kill men, 

specifically their partners.  

Contemporary research into women’s murder of male partners or husbands indicates 

that when women kill adult men it is primarily out of defence for themselves or their 

children.xliv This is not so clear in the historical data. Four of the nine women (44 per cent) 

who killed a man argued that they were doing so in defence of their or their children’s lives. 

Ann Hayes, Ellen Ann Francis, Eliza Lucas and Mary Ann Silk killed their husbands or 



partners during what was termed ‘quarrels’. In 1875 Ellen Ann Francis killed Robert Davies 

with a single stab to the chest after he hit her. The jury recommended mercy for Francis due 

to the “provocation” of Davies’ actions. Her death sentence was commuted to 6 months in 

prison. By 1884 authorities were less willing to imprison a woman for 6 months after 

murdering a male intimate partner. Mary Ann Silk claimed her husband was drunk, 

aggressive, and threatening to shoot her when she confronted him about his sexual assault of 

their thirteen-year old daughter. Silk used an adze (a weapon similar to an axe) to kill her 

husband; according to Silk this was not the first time that she had been threatened but, in this 

instance, she was trying to protect her daughter, a defence that was corroborated by the 

daughter at the trial. While the jury recommended mercy, the response was to commute the 

death sentence to twenty years hard labour of which Silk served fifteen.xlv  

 Women’s homicide offending is also, in popular culture and some criminological and 

psychological research, painted as being associated with romance, namely the female 

offender as subservient to her male lover and criminal accomplice.xlvi Few women had either 

a male or female associate, and fewer still had a romantic connection to their accomplice. 

Elizabeth Scott was the only woman to hang in Victoria for the murder of her husband, and 

she was convicted as an accomplice to the two men who shot him, one of whom she had 

supposedly been romantically involved with. Other cases, such as the one involving Olga 

Radalyski (who was not executed) could involve an accomplice but no romantic 

entanglement, and could be one where the female offender was the one taking charge in the 

crime.   

Olga Radalyski was born Elizabeth Elburn in Adelaide. Her parents were hoteliers in 

Essendon in Victoria, and she was married to a Swiss-national who himself was a career 

criminal, quack doctor and the Essendon Football Club’s coach in the 1890s. Elburn changed 

her name to Madame Olga Radalyski, moved with her daughter to South Yarra, and set up 

shop as a palm-reader, abortionist and brothel keeper. Radalyski got into trouble after she 

tried to procure an abortion for a young woman, Mabel Ambrose; when the abortion was 

causing Ambrose to yell out in pain, Radalyski proceeded to suffocate her. The police were 

not called by either Radalyski or any neighbours. Radalyski and Ambrose’s lover, Travice 

Tod, stuffed Ambrose’s body into a boot-case, weighed it down and threw it into the Yarra 

River. Unfortunately for them the case surfaced after a couple of days and caught the 

attention of the authorities. Radalyski’s accomplices also included a friend, Thekla Dubberka. 

While Dubberka was spared any sentence due to her co-operation with the police, Tod and 



Radalyski stood trial for Ambrose’s murder. Yet, due to the numerous inconsistencies with 

the medical reports, and no clear answer as to whether or not suffocation was indeed the 

cause of death, the Executive Committee was very quick to offer a reprieve from the death 

penalty for both. This is counter to the case of Elizabeth Scott, who had male accomplices but 

did not actively cause the death of her husband. The deception involved in the disposal of the 

body, as well as the other criminal activities that Radalyski was undertaking in her home 

would certainly have offered themselves as ripe for making an example via the death penalty 

similar to Scott. Yet it is entirely possible that Radalyski’s victim is what protected her- all 

the other women in Victoria who had been executed had either killed a man or an infant. No 

woman was executed for the death of a child over the age of 12 months or for causing the 

death of a woman.  

 

Conclusion 

Moving the lens onto a larger pool of violent female offenders than what has hitherto been 

done highlights just how little we know about women’s homicide offending. Little is 

understood about women’s offending today because attention has been on either case-study 

analysis, investigating cases where women are retaliating against male violence or where 

women have chosen to kill an infant or young child. This has continued the narrative of 

biological determinism or women’s victimisation as drivers to violence. Historical analysis 

has done little better. As this chapter has demonstrated, women’s homicide offending is far 

more nuanced than previously imagined- other women were frequently victims of female 

homicide offending but this has been an avenue of inquiry not researched to nearly the extent 

that it could be, especially in Australia. 

As this chapter has also demonstrated, if we continue to go down the same path of research as 

we have for either history or criminology we run the risk of recreating the same gaps in 

knowledge within historical criminology as the two disciplines that this branch of 

criminological inquiry draws upon. If the focus of historical criminology is the past in order 

to inform the present and the future, then we must also learn from the mistakes of the past 

when it comes to researching women and crime and not have the same pitfalls as those who 

came before us. A feminist lens is necessary. Without this the value that historical 

criminology has to women currently incarcerated, policymakers and criminologists will be 

limited and not offer solutions either for the present or the future.  
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