

Mary Williams: Exploring Race, Gender, Class and 19th Century Criminal Justice

lrishness, gender and criminality

The Irish were often characterised as being inherently criminal, and their portrayal subverted gender norms: Irish men were feckless, irresponsible and unmanly; women were strong, masculine and coarsely featured, foul-mouthed, dishonest and promiscuous.
Depending on the circumstances of the case (or caricature), their criminality could be linked with stupidity or with cold, calculating shrewdness. Irish women caught up in the criminal justice system were a popular target of newspapers; their image functioned to entertain and provoked mockery, disgust and horror amongst the readership.
Task 3: Analysing newspaper representations of Irish women in criminal justice contexts

Take a look at the article 'A Christmastide Police Case' printed in The City Lantern and Free Lance, December 22nd 1882 and/or the extract from Anne-Marie Kilday's Constructing the Cult of the Criminal: Kate Webster- Victorian Murderess and Media Sensation.'
Consider the following questions:

· How is each woman represented?
· In what ways are they portrayed as being different from the ideal, respectable Victorian woman?
· What links were made between lrishness and criminality?
· How might common stereotypes represented and reaffirmed by these texts have influenced the lives and cases of women such as Mary Williams?
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Kilday extract, pp224-227:

By the time of Kate Webster's trial, British society had begun to try to better understand female killers by regularly linking their exploits to episodic mental instability, caused by their distinctive biological and emotional composition. This medico-legal defence strategy enabled the actions of autonomous criminal women to be separated out from mainstream behaviours and to be considered as exceptional and anomalous. Such explanations invited traditional gendered stereotypes of female behaviour to remain unspoilt. Yet a defence of temporary mental incapacity was not attempted in the Webster case, probably because of her proven and extensive criminal past. Instead, disaffiliating her from other  women occurred through her portrayal in the Victorian press. For instance, her physical appearance was deemed somewhat unattractive: '...aged about thirty-two; five feet five or six inches high; complexion sallow; slightly freckled; teeth rather good but prominent; stout, strongly-made and usually clothed in dark dress.1  53 She was said to  be '...exceedingly firm in her demeanour’, typically '...presenting an unmoved  and self-possessed appearance’     and '...a  sharp, fixed gaze'  as is partly  evident  from  the  image  in  Figure  1  below.54  As  we  can  see  from  this, Webster’s features were coarsened or 'masculinised’ and elsewhere she is variously described as ' ...an individual with very low  and very brutal instincts’     with '...a physique and demeanour  which indicated much muscular power.1 55
[image: ]Aside   from   offering deconstructed   versions   of   Webster’s femininity,  press   portrayals focussed on her embodiment of particular characteristics seen to be typical amongst the Victorian criminal fraternity. These traits were, of
course, wholly distinct from the attributes and virtues more commonly associated with the 'fairer sex’.        Likewise, Webster’s distinctive ethnicity counted against  her during a period when anti­
Irish sentiment remained a blatant feature of nineteenth century society.57 Her native origins were said to largely explain her unvarying duplicity and her predilection for alcohol.58 In addition, press reports emphasised the aggressive nature of Webster’s character  (as evident  from the images at Figures 2 and 3 below} describing her as 'atrocious  and cold-blooded’ ,     'bold’,     'defiant’ and someone who would '...not brook opposition being offered to her.1 59
The press also fixated on the numerous lies that Kate Webster told in court. Initially, Webster claimed that a man called John Church was in fact the cold-hearted killer in this case. Webster argued that Church had murdered Mrs Thomas, to rob the victim of her possessions and generate enough money from their re-sale to leave his wife and elope with Webster.62 When this suggestion was thoroughly discounted  by  Church’ s  cast-iron  alibi for  the  night  of  the


murder, she then tried to implicate her friend Henry Porter in the killing. This accusation was also disproved. Although both Church and Porter had been involved in the purchase of Mrs Thomas' stolen goods, they had done so in good faith, misled by Webster.63 Next, Webster suggested that the father of her illegitimate son, John Strong had been complicit and active in the murder of Mrs Thomas. However, there was no evidence to support this contention either.64 Clearly, Webster was harnessing the contemporary belief discussed above that women were not autonomous actors in violent criminality. Indeed, the cornerstone of her defence was to persuade the court that at the behest of male protagonists as befitted contemporary gender stereotypes and she suggested that her role in the ‘Richmond Murder' had been relatively minor.65

Webster's shifting testimony resulted in her being described as ‘ ...an inveterate liar.'66 Her innate capacity for mendaciousness appeared blatant and deliberate to onlookers, as if Webster actively revelled in the public attention brought by her flagrant dishonesty.67 Moreover, as the defendant's character was so key to Victorian criminal trials (and those brought against women in particular); Webster's deceitfulness was inherently problematic and self-destructive. Her lies destroyed her reputation and rendered it almost impossible for her to avoid the hangman's noose. Such views were reinforced by accounts which detailed Webster's assumption of the identity of her victim (wearing the dead woman's clothes and jewellery) to fake ownership of her erstwhile mistress' possessions and ‘credibly' sell them off to unsuspecting vendors at substantial profits.68 On the eve of her execution, when Webster did in fact tell an arguably closer version of the truth, implicating herself alone in the murder, no-one knew whether to believe this particular version of events or not, ensuring that certain elements of the case remained mysterious.69
Alongside this catalogue of duplicity, Kate Webster was also portrayed as a woman with highly suspect ‘personal' morals. Beyond being a drunkard, various contemporary newspaper articles suggested that Webster was ‘wanton' or highly promiscuous and 'familiar' with a range of male associates.70 Although Webster tried to manipulate this image to re-establish her femininity and portray herself as a victim of male exploitation (just as Emilie Foucault did in the previous chapter), this floundered due to her countless lies and her proven deceit.71 Clearly Victorian press depictions of Kate Webster served to set her apart from the rest of her sex. Her 'masculinised' appearance, her 'Irish' ethnicity, her capacity for deception and her alleged immorality all distinguished Kate Webster from 'normal' Victorian women. But such portrayals also made her an intriguing criminal specimen for a Victorian public fascinated with the unfamiliar and the maleficent.






Task 4: Mary Williams: Justice or Prejudice?

You have been approached by the descendants of Mary Williams to look into her case and consider whether, or not, her case was unfairly prejudiced by racial, gendered and class­ based stereotypes.
After researching the evidence, a debate will take place in order to reach a final verdict. One half of the class/group will argue in defence of Mary, the other half will support her conviction.
Research the case by:

· Revisiting the introductory video and/or consult the handout
· Consolidate your notes from tasks 2 and 3
· Read the newspaper extracts covering her case
· Consider the following points:


	Context:
	What was the context of the crime?
What do we know about Mary and the events that led to the shooting?

	Evidence:
	How compelling was the key evidence against Mary? How was the police investigation conducted?

	Prejudice:
	Can we prove/contest any attitudes which may have unfairly influenced Mary's case

	Resistance:
	How significant/persuasive were the arguments of those petitioning Mary's execution?
How appropriate was the Home Office's response/ final decision?




How to run the debate:

· You will need to appoint someone to chair the debate.
· Group A will elect to present their case first (no interruptions)
· Group B will then present their case
· Groups will then confer and pick out key points in the other group's argument to contest. Remember- your points must be backed up with evidence.
· Take it in turns to raise a point, and allow your opponents to reply to it.
· At the end of the debate, the chair will organise a ballot to decide the result.
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