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Abstract

Women incarceration disrupted conventional modes of reproduction and threatened reproductive justice, separated families
and funneled children into foster care, restricted women's access to abortion and adequate pregnancy care, shackled women in
childbirth, and incarcerated people during their prime reproductive years. Based on historical and ethnographic fieldwork in
Langata women's prison, we explore the discourse of sex, reproductive health, and motherhood behind bars. We argue that
across time and place, these semicarceral institutions extended the arms of the state to control women's perceived moral and
sexual transgressions. The health needs of all prisoners, including women prisoners and their children in Kenya have drawn
increasing attention over the past decade. Sexual tensions among females in African prisons have received little attention from
researchers since prison studies in Africa tend to focus on the sexual relationships among male prisoners, especially the
coercive nature of such relationships in male prisons. This paper, therefore, seeks to close this gap and examine the discourse
of reproduction and sexuality in Langata Women's Prison.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Making of Langata Women Prison

In 1960, the transformation of Langata women's prison marked a significant milestone in the history of women globally. This
year witnessed the emergence of the "second wave" of feminism, a movement for women's liberation and civil rights in the United
States. The sacrifices made by feminists during this period paved the way for the equality and opportunities women enjoy today
worldwide. Additionally, the political landscape in Kenya at that time was shaped by international development influences.
((Wang, 2010).

During a particular period, the focus of the discussion centered on the relationship between men and women, highlighting the
political nature of sexuality as power dynamics influenced it. This led to the establishment of the Langata women's prison in
Kenya. Feminists of that era challenged the notion that male-female relationships were natural, emphasizing their political
dimensions and conducting critical examinations of sexuality. Notably, all detention camps and prisons constructed by the
colonial state in Kenya were designed exclusively for male prisoners, neglecting the needs of female prisoners. However, in 1960,
the colonial state implemented a feminist agenda in women's imprisonment, leading to the establishment of Langata maximum
women's prison.

The creation of the Langata women's prison was authorized through a circular issued by the prison headquarters on November
26, 1960. The facility consisted of two sections: the lower part served as an accommodation for convicted and remanded women,
while the upper part functioned as a mental hospital for women with nervous disorders. Langata had a female chief officer in
charge, and a similar appointment was made at Nakuru prison, which became the central women's prison for the Rift Valley and
neighbouring districts. In the same year, a superintendent of Prisons named Mrs. M.P. Rochfort was transferred from Uganda
Prison to oversee the conditions of women prisoners in various facilities. (Prison Headquarters Circulars, 1960)

The Central Prison category included a prison for women, with Mrs. M.P. Rochfort being the first female superintendent from
Uganda. She initiated a program to recruit and train women staff upon her arrival in Kenya. This led to the establishment of
separate central prisons for women in Langata (Nairobi) and Nakuru, which improved the standard of women officers. On
November 2, 1960, all women staff and prisoners were relocated from Kamiti Prison to Langata Central Prison for women.
Additionally, on November 25, 1960, women remand prisoners were transferred from Nairobi remand to Langata women's prison.
Langata Women's Prison became the designated central prison for women. The recruitment of well-educated staff was necessary
for training in written work and prisoner rehabilitation. In 1960, the daily average population of the prison was 94 inmates,
consisting mostly of prisoners convicted for less than three months. The majority of women prisoners at Langata were classified
as star-class prisoners, with only a few being categorized as ordinary prisoners. On November 4, 1961, the Vagrants at Langata
were moved to Kamiti, and the prison became known as the women's prison Kamiti. (Prison Headquarters Circulars, 1960).
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During the year 1962, significant advancements were observed at Langata women's prison. All women prisoners with
sentences exceeding six months were housed at this facility, which was overseen by European women officials. The introduction
of hobbies and handicrafts, along with the establishment of a tailoring workshop, contributed to notable progress at the prison.
Additionally, improvements were made in the treatment of children of female inmates, including the establishment of a creche
with a full-time nurse and provisions for clothing for the children. Two significant events during that year were the enactment of
new prison legislation and the emphasis on localizing the prison service. By the end of 1962, 23 prisons were under the
supervision of local officers. Notably, Mrs. Phoebe Asiyo became the first African Women Assistant Superintendent of Prison and
was assigned to Langata Women’s Prison. At the same time, Mr. Andrew Kisa assumed the position of Senior Superintendent in
the Rift Valley Province. Furthermore, in April 1962, the prison service was transferred from the Ministry of Defense to the newly
created Ministry of Social Services to establish a more appropriate controlling authority for prisons. (Government Printer, 1962)

2. Carnal Knowledge and Discourse of Sexuality in Prison

During the interviews conducted at Langata Women's Prison, the concept of sexuality became a significant topic of discussion.
It was revealed that certain women had been admitted to prison while already pregnant, indicating the existence of sexual activity
before their incarceration. Additionally, some inmates had engaged in relationships with male prison officers, highlighting the
presence of sexual relationships within the prison environment. Moreover, it was discovered that some women only became aware
of their pregnancy while serving their sentence in prison. (lzugbara, 2011).

In Langata prison, the needs of women revolve around their familial and kinship connections. Women in prison often take on
roles such as wife, mother, or sister, but their incarceration prevents them from fulfilling traditional expectations of being a wife.
As a result, the social structure within the prison offers an alternative means for women to fulfill these internalized expectations.
The deprivation of sexual intimacy experienced by the inmates creates sexual tension within the prison environment. This tension
reinforces the belief that sexual release is a natural and irresistible biological function, which cannot be ignored and is shaped by
societal norms.

When asked about potential changes they would like to see if given the opportunity, one anonymous inmate expressed a desire
for the government to provide advantages to married women in meeting their husbands. The inmate believes that if women in
prison were allowed to have contact with their husbhands and potentially have children while incarcerated, it would address a
significant source of disappointment and anxiety. By facilitating the formation of families, the government could positively impact
the well-being of women in prison. (Anonymous, personal communication, June 23, 2019).

Other informants who sought not to be named observed that the inmates should be accorded the right to parenthood and those
who are married should be permitted to meet with their partners once or twice a month. However, when considering claims
regarding rights, two important questions arise. First, does the person asserting the right have a legal basis for their claim? Second,
does the right in question hold enough weight to counter conflicting considerations? During the study, it became evident that the
rights of research participants varied both at the international and national levels. For instance, incarcerated individuals forfeit
their right to freedom upon imprisonment, and they are not entitled to assert their right to parenthood, which is deemed as
requiring special protection. This raises concerns about correctional policies that allow inmates to form families while in prison.
The question then becomes, who would assume responsibility for the children, especially considering that most female inmates do
not work in prison and are unlikely to secure employment immediately upon release? (Statman, 2003).

The research informants discussed the concept of sexual satisfaction and expressed their desire for inmates to have boyfriends
and the opportunity for sexual relationships. However, the meaning of sexual satisfaction varies among individuals and is not
often clearly defined in scholarly articles. Swartz and Y oung point out that satisfaction is often measured by asking questions such
as, "Are you satisfied with your sexual life together?" and "How happy are you with your relationship right now?" In the unique
context of prison, the issue of sexual satisfaction among inmates becomes complicated. Even if conjugal visits were allowed, the
allotted time might not be sufficient for achieving sexual satisfaction. Nevertheless, for an inmate, having the shortest possible
time to satisfy their sexual urges and conceive, if desired, could help alleviate mental tension. This perspective aligns with Swartz
and Young's argument that there is a relationship between satisfaction, happiness, and overall mental and physical health
(Schwartz et al., 2013)

Inmates at Langata prison engage in same-sex relationships, particularly between females, to satisfy their sexual desires.
Unfortunately, some inmates forcefully engage other females in sexual activities without their consent. Lesbianism is prevalent
among women at Langata, with adult inmates taking advantage of younger female inmates. This indicates a lack of proper
classification and policies regarding the incarceration of young females with older inmates. The prison staff acknowledges that the
absence of adequate infrastructure contributes to the occurrence of lesbian relationships. However, strict punishment is imposed
on adult inmates who exploit the younger ones. It is worth noting that terms like lesbianism and homosexuality have become
commonly used in Kenya in recent times, encompassing various aspects of same-sex relationships (Ellis* 2004).

2 I IJARKE PEER REVIEWED JOURNAL Vol. 8, Issue 3 Feb. - Apr. 2026




INTERNATIONAL JOURNALS OF ACADEMICS & RESEARCH - IJARKE ISSN: 2617-703X | www.ijarke.com
IJARKE Humanities & Social Sciences Journal DOI: 10.32898/ihssj.02/8.3article01

Homosexuality is met with contempt, stereotypes, and prejudices in Kenya, even when it involves consenting adults. However,
this attitude contradicts the policies and conventions that Kenya has ratified, which support the country's framework that
criminalizes certain sexual acts. Engaging in same-sex relationships can result in imprisonment for up to five years. Even the
Human Rights Commission, which is responsible for protecting individuals' rights, fails to protect those predisposed to same-sex
sexual acts in Kenya. Many human rights activists argue that lesbian, gay; bisexual, transgender, and intersex individuals should
change their sexual preferences to avoid arrest and punishment under Kenyan criminal law. This argument is based on the notion
that Kenyan law reflects the religious beliefs found in the Christian bible and the Quran. However, these stipulations disregard the
fact that international human rights standards safeguard the freedom of religion and thought for all individuals under government
jurisdiction, including those who do not adhere to the majority religion or any specific religion.

In Kenya, same-sex relations are openly stigmatized. Given this context, one may wonder about the situation of leshians and
homosexuals in prison. Kiragu and Nyengo note that, homosexuality is the attraction of individuals to those of the same sex,
encompassing physical, emotional, and sexual attraction. They also specifically mention lesbhianism, which pertains to women
who experience emotional, physical, and sexual attraction toward other women and identify themselves as lesbians. It is crucial to
note that both homosexuality and lesbianism are considered criminal offenses and are regarded as taboo, even within the African
context.

Lebogang Mainah Sibande (2019) an inmate noted: In the context of my personal experience in prison, | was informed by a
fellow inmate about the existence of leshian relationships. However, | initially believed that such behavior should not occur
among prisoners, as they were already deemed criminals and under the custody of the state. This revelation came as a surprise to
me, particularly because of my Christian beliefs.

The informants express that Christianity forbids homosexuality and lesbianism. They highlight a power struggle within the
prison system, where some forces aim to prevent inmates from engaging in same-sex relationships, while others are indifferent to
their sexual activities. The informants' attitude is not unexpected, considering that the state's instruments of control and dominance
utilize laws regarding sexuality. In many African countries, there are attempts to regulate consensual sexual behavior, determining
how, when, and with whom citizens can engage in such acts. Consequently, the criminalization of homosexuality affects both
males and females who do not conform to society's dominant view of heterosexuality (Tamale, 2011).

The view of crime within a correctional institution such as Langata highlights its non-acceptance due to being considered "un-
African" based on cultural discourse. Prominent African leaders, including Uhuru Kenyatta, Robert Mugabe, and Sam Nujoma,
have consistently referred to same-sex relationships as "diseases” that were introduced by disreputable European settlers, further
reinforcing the perception of their un-African nature (Niehaus, 2002).

African leaders have issued threats to expel individuals who identify as gay or lesbian from the political community (Clark,
1997) Therefore, this act against Langata women is an offense. One of the inmates averred. Lesbianism or same-sex relations is a
practice that earns young prisoners favors from the older prisoners, Elderly inmates harass others at night. They caress them at
night (Anonymous, personal communication, June 27, 2019). The confession of the informants suggests that the fact that inmates
were being caressed at night was an indication of the existence of lesbianism in Langata prisons.

Dorothea Bester (2019), an inmate avers: ...and then there is this lesbianism. I saw it.... I had doubted it before I saw it with
my own eyes. | was in one room with one girl; she was just like a boy so | have never called her a woman. She was having her
boyfriend (another woman) in another room. There are lesbians in prison and they carry out the act openly like prostitute.

The above informant equates leshianism to prostitution. Inmates found practicing lesbianism are punished by prison staff. If
the matter is brought to the attention of the staff irrespective of the fact that lesbianism is condemned at Langata prison it is
practiced in often overcrowded cells. The newcomers in prison are vulnerable and suffer the most. One of the prison officers
noted. The authority should permit sex with their spouse on visit times. It is a right in developed countries.

The response highlights the belief that sexuality is a fundamental human right that should not be denied to inmates. It
emphasizes that prisoners should not be deprived of their rights in this regard. Additionally, it points out that certain countries,
particularly in Western Europe such as Spain, Denmark, Netherlands, and Sweden, allow for conjugal rights within the prison
system (Coyle, 2002). Prisoners in several European countries have the opportunity to receive visits from their spouses or long-
term partners, with a maximum duration of three hours. During these visits, the couples are granted privacy in small units
equipped with a bed and sanitary facilities, including a shower. While this type of formal visitation is common in many Latin
American prisons, where family visits for female prisoners occur on weekends, the situation differs in European prisons.

Even in the face of criminalization, the existence of lesbian relationships in Langata women's prison cannot be denied. Some
lesbian inmates in Langata go beyond emotional support and provide their partners with additional resources such as extra food
and small amounts of money. This act of providing demonstrates the power dynamics within both heterosexual and leshian
relationships. A leshian inmate from Langata expressed her experience anonymously; highlighting how being a lesbian has
provided her with care, love, and protection, particularly in the absence of support from her family. She derives multiple benefits
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from the relationship, including meeting her sexual desires and experiencing minimal conflicts. Her partner also provides her with
necessary items such as food from the canteen and toiletries ((Anonymous, personal communication, November 21, 2019).

3. Enduring Motherhood in Langata Prison

The prison policy in Kenya does not permit pregnant and nursing mothers, as well as children, to be incarcerated. However, in
reality, there are instances where pregnant women are arrested and give birth in prison. Alternatively, some women are sentenced
while being taken to the nearest hospital to deliver since prisons lack maternity facilities. The challenges intensify after these
women return to prison with their babies. Fatuma Idi expresses her concerns about her child, emphasizing the difficulties in
providing adequate nourishment and healthcare for the baby, as well as the absence of someone to care for them (Idi, 2019).

In her discussion, Susan Mwaura emphasizes the importance of establishing a strong bond with the child. She specifically
highlights the significance of this bond during the early stages of the child's life. Mwaura acknowledges that when a woman is
pregnant, society recognizes the need to support her. Efforts are made to assist pregnant women, particularly when they are
nearing the delivery phase. Close monitoring is implemented to ensure timely access to medical care, ensuring the well-being of
both the mother and the child (Mwaura, 2019) insufficient time is provided for nursing mothers to bond with their children. This
lack of bonding time goes against the minimum standard for the treatment of prisoners and the African Charter on the rights and
welfare of the child. Specifically, Article 30 of the charter addresses the rights of children whose mothers are imprisoned. The
charter requires state parties to grant special treatment to expectant mothers and mothers of infants and young children who have
been accused or found guilty of breaking the law. It emphasizes the following points: (a) considering non-custodial sentences as
the first option for such mothers, and (b) ensuring that a mother should not be incarcerated with her child (Charter, 1990).

According to the UN in 2008 (Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, 1996, art. 82) the issue of women with small children
being incarcerated is not right and it calls for efforts to prevent their imprisonment, considering the seriousness of their offense
and the risk they pose to the public. The United Nations recognizes a positive example in South Africa, where the constitutional
court suspended the imprisonment of a mother, taking into consideration the best interests of her children. In developed countries
like Russia, the execution of sentences has been postponed, canceled, or given exceptions for pregnant women or those with
children under 14 years of age. However, this exception does not apply to those convicted of grave and exceptionally serious
crimes, with prison terms exceeding five years (Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, 1996, art. 82).

From the above, it is evident that there is a lack of emphasis on the needs of female inmates at Langata prison, particularly
about the laws in place and the consideration given to the severity of their crimes and the needs of their babies, whether born or
unborn. Despite this, one inmate named Mercy Muthoni has adapted to prison life and expressed gratitude for the support she has
received both from within the prison and from external sources. While there have been some well-wishers assisting their children,
it is not consistent, resulting in days where the children rely solely on breast milk, which is a cause of concern for Mercy Muthoni.
She expresses a desire for the government to have provisions in place specifically for children in prison, especially since her
sentence could not be suspended (Mwanzia, 2019).

Despite initial hesitations from a prison staff member regarding incarcerated parents with children, it is acknowledged that it is
not permissible for children to be in prison. However, if a mother does bring her child, the standard procedure is to notify the
Ministry of Social Services about the child's presence. It is then the ministry's responsibility to take appropriate action. If the
ministry fails to respond, the prison staff informs the state counsel (Mwanzia, 2019). Incarcerated individuals who are pregnant
or have children face numerous challenges, both within and outside of prison. They experience difficulties in accessing proper
prenatal and postnatal care as well as adequate nutrition. Furthermore, the educational opportunities available to pregnant women
in prison are often insufficient. Consequently, the children of incarcerated mothers may be prone to engaging in anti-social
behavior due to the absence of their mothers, which can have detrimental effects on both the mothers themselves and society as a
whole.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, the living conditions in Langata prison during the Kenyatta and Moi regime were extremely difficult for
women, as the prison lacked facilities for pregnant women and mothers with children. The infrastructure of the prison was
primarily designed for male inmates, neglecting the specific needs of female prisoners. Consequently, pregnant women did not
receive proper prenatal and postnatal care, adequate nutrition, or sufficient education on childbirth and parenting. They were also
ill-prepared for the separation from their infants after giving birth. The post-independence regime, power dynamics, living
conditions, diet, sexuality, sexual satisfaction, sexual offenses, and same-sex relations in Langata women's prison were all
influenced by the policy environment. The way female prisoners expressed their sexuality within the confines of the prison raises
important questions about the applicability of norms and practices in such an environment.

References

4 I IJARKE PEER REVIEWED JOURNAL Vol. 8, Issue 3 Feb. - Apr. 2026




INTERNATIONAL JOURNALS OF ACADEMICS & RESEARCH - IJARKE ISSN: 2617-703X | www.ijarke.com

IJARKE Humanities & Social Sciences Journal DOI: 10.32898/ihssj.02/8.3article01
1. Anonymous O.l. 21/11/2019
2. Anonymous, O. I. 23/6/2019
3. Anonymous, O.1 27/6/2019
4. Charter, A. (1990). African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child. AU. Addis Ababa.
5. Clark, B. (1997). Lesbian activism in Zimbabwe. African Issues, 25(2), 31-33.
6. Coyle, A. (2003). A human rights approach to prison management. Crim. Behav. & Mental Health, 13, 77.
7. Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, No. 63-FZ of June 13, 1996, art. 82 (as amended).
8. Dorothea Bester O.1 29/7/2019
9. Ellis, S. J. (2004). Rights-based reasoning in discussions about lesbian and gay issues: implications for moral

10.
. Government Printer. (1962). The treatment of offenders annual report. Kenya National Archives, Nairobi,

12.
13.

14.
15.
16.

17.
18.

19.
20.
21.
22.

23.
24,

educators. Journal of moral education, 33(1), 71-86.
Fatuma Idi, O.I. 21/11/2019

Kenya.

Izugbara, C. O. (2011). Sexuality and the supernatural in Africa. African sexualities: A reader, 533-558.

J. Kiragu and Z. Nyengo LGBTI organizing in East Africa: The time test for human rights defenders Kenya
Regal Press 2005

KNA/JZ/4/63. Prison Headquarters Circulars 1960

Lebogang Mainah Sibande O.1. 27/6/2019

Mary Holmes Second-wave feminism and the politics of relationships Women’s Studies International Forum
Vol.23, No.2.

Mercy Mwanzia inmate, O.l. 22/7/2019

Niehaus, I. (2002). Renegotiating masculinity in the South African Lowveld: narratives of male-male sex in
labour compounds and in prisons. African Studies, 61(1), 77-97.

Schwartz, P., Serafini, B. J., & Cantor, R. (2013). Sex in committed relationships. In International handbook on
the demography of sexuality (pp. 131-165). Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands.

Statman, D. (2003). The right to parenthood: An argument for a narrow interpretation. Ethical
perspectives, 10(3), 224-235.

Susan Mwaura, Prison officer O.I. 1960,21/11/2019

Tamale, S. (Ed.). (2011). African sexualities: A reader. Fahamu/Pambazuka.

Teresia Mwanzia O.1. 22/7/2019

Wang, L. (2010). Women’s Liberation Movement: The Second Wave. In California Sociology Forum (Vol. 2,
No. 1, pp. 31-36).

5 I IJARKE PEER REVIEWED JOURNAL Vol. 8, Issue 3 Feb. - Apr. 2026




