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Abstract: 

The conditions for women in prisons, both as undertrials and convicts, have received 

insufficient attention, particularly within the human rights sphere. Despite the creation of a 

Model Prison Manual (2016) at the national level to address these issues, the actual conditions 

for women in Indian jails remain far from the ideal standards outlined in the manual. In India, 

the Mental Health Care Act was enacted on April 7, 2017, and object of this act was the 

decriminalization of attempted suicide, which had been an offense under Section 309 of the 

Indian Penal Code.1 Ongoing monitoring and reforms are necessary to improve the treatment 

and environment for female inmates across the country. In addition to the general challenges 

faced by all prisoners, women in India face unique challenges due to their gender. These 

challenges can be exacerbated by mental health issues, such as Postpartum Blues (Baby Blues), 

Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder (PMDD), Postpartum Depression, Perinatal Mental Health 

Issues, Perimenopausal and Menopausal Depression, Intimate Partner Violence-related Mental 

Health Issues, Body Image Issues, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and perinatal mental 

health issues, etc. 

 

Introduction 

Jails have traditionally been designed with male inmates in mind, which often leads to 

institutional neglect when it comes to addressing the needs of female prisoners. To ensure 

proper conditions for women, it is essential to take specific measures, particularly independent 

visits and regular monitoring. Female inmates frequently encounter prison infrastructure and 

administrative systems that fail to recognize their gender-specific needs. Despite the growing 

                                                             
1 "Mental health bill decriminalising suicide passed by Parliament". The Indian Express. 27 March 

2017. Archived from the original on 27 March 2017. Retrieved 27 March 2017. 
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number of women in prisons, the infrastructure has not kept pace with this increase, resulting 

in inhumane treatment of female prisoners. 

 

The situation of women in prisons, whether they are convicted or awaiting trial, has received 

limited attention. There seems to be little concern from elected officials or the public, and the 

families of incarcerated women often feel powerless.  

 

History and Background 

In 1987, the Justice Krishna Iyer Committee was the first to examine the situation of women 

in prisons, nearly four decades after India gained independence. The committee recommended 

increasing the number of women in the police force, particularly to address crimes involving 

women and children. It also created a draft Model Prison Manual, which included special 

provisions for the children of female prisoners. This manual was shared with states and Union 

Territories to be included in their own prison guidelines. 

 

Notably, the committee made important recommendations regarding the rights of pregnant 

prisoners, including the conditions for childbirth in prison. It also suggested guidelines for how 

long children can stay with their mothers in prison, their care through crèches and nurseries, 

and the provision of suitable clothing for different climates. The committee emphasized regular 

medical check-ups, access to education and recreational activities, and adequate nutrition for 

both children and nursing mothers. 

 

Ten years later, in 1997, the Supreme Court instructed the central government to create a 

national prison manual. This was eventually completed in 2003, when the government 

distributed it to all states and Union Territories, urging them to adopt it. 

 

In 2016, the Supreme Court issued a significant judgment on the inhumane conditions in 1,382 

prisons across India. The main issues raised in the case included overcrowding, unnatural 

deaths of prisoners, lack of staff, and inadequate training of staff. After reviewing the state 

governments’ responses, the court criticized the lack of genuine action and the superficial steps 

taken by the states to address these problems. Despite funds being allocated for prison 

improvements under the 13th Finance Commission, many states failed to use these funds, and 

in some cases, no funds were allocated at all. 
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The updated Model Prison Manual of 2016 was a result of the Supreme Court's intervention, 

replacing the older 2003 version. The new manual includes provisions to protect the rights of 

women prisoners, including measures to prevent undertrials from remaining in prison due to 

lack of legal support or bail. It also provides special guidelines for women and their children 

in prison, which need to be implemented by states and Union Territories. 

 

The Ministry of Home Affairs in India has officially reported that only 11 states and Union 

Territories have adopted the Model Prison Manual so far. Other states continue to manage their 

prisons according to their own state-level prison manuals, which are based on the Prison Act 

of 1984. These manuals may not always fully address the rights of women prisoners. Apart 

from a few states like Odisha, Goa, and Delhi, most states have yet to adopt the Model Prison 

Manual developed by the Bureau of Police Research and Development (BPRD). Since prisons 

fall under state jurisdiction, it is the responsibility of individual states to ensure their prison 

rules comply with national laws and constitutional rights. However, prisons remain one of the 

most overlooked sectors, with limited reform efforts. 

 

Motto of the Mental Health Care Act 2017 

• The Mental Health Care Act of 2017 focuses on decriminalizing suicide attempts, 

emphasizing the importance of rehabilitation for individuals who attempt suicide rather 

than subjecting them to legal action. This approach aims to provide necessary support 

and care from the government. 

• The Act also aligns with India's commitments under the Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities and its Optional Protocol. 

• A significant shift from the Mental Health Act of 1987, the 2017 legislation aims to 

empower individuals with mental illness by recognizing their ability to make informed 

decisions regarding their health, provided they possess the necessary understanding. 

• In addition to safeguarding the rights of people with mental health issues, the Act 

ensures non-discriminatory access to healthcare and treatment. It also mandates that 

insurers offer medical coverage for mental health treatment on the same terms as 

physical illnesses. 

• The 2017 Act introduces the registration and regulation of mental health institutions. It 

also requires the establishment of more mental health facilities nationwide, so 
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individuals do not need to travel long distances to access care. Furthermore, a Mental 

Health Review Board has been created to oversee and regulate the sector. 

• Electroconvulsive Therapy (ECT) is now restricted to emergency cases and must be 

performed with muscle relaxants and anesthesia. The use of ECT as a treatment option 

for minors has been entirely prohibited. 

• The 2017 Act also clarifies the responsibilities of other agencies, such as law 

enforcement, in relation to individuals with mental illness. 

• Moreover, the Act seeks to combat the stigma associated with mental health and 

outlines strategies to address and reduce this societal challenge.2 

According to the 31st December 2021 report by the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), 

of the 554,034 prisoners in India, 531,025 were male, 22,918 were female, and 91 were 

transgender. This data indicates a significant female prison population, yet their issues continue 

to go largely ignored and the occupancy rate in women’s prisons was 56.3%. There were 32 

women’s jails with a total capacity of 6,767, but only 3,808 women were actually incarcerated 

there, including 5 transgender inmates. In other types of prisons (non-designated women’s 

jails), there was a capacity for 22,659 women, but the actual number of women prisoners was 

19,115, resulting in a much higher occupancy rate of 84.4%. 

 

Female Occupancy Rate as per the NCRB Report: 

• Uttarakhand: 178.8% 

• Bihar: 152.3% 

• Chhattisgarh: 147.6% 

 

States with the Highest Number of Female Inmates: 

• Uttar Pradesh: 4,995 women 

• Bihar: 3,067 women 

• Madhya Pradesh: 1,892 women 

a) Number of Women Jails in India: Only 15 states and Union Territories have women-

only jails. In that Rajasthan has the highest number, with 7 women-only jails. Tamil 

Nadu follows with 5, and Kerala has 3. Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Gujarat, Uttar Pradesh, 

and Delhi each have 2 women-only jails. Karnataka, Maharashtra, Mizoram, Odisha, 

                                                             
2 "The Mental Health Care Act, 2017" (PDF). Government of India. Archived from the original (PDF) on 12 

October 2019. Retrieved 12 October 2017. 
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Punjab, Telangana, and West Bengal each have just one women-only jail. 

b) Occupancy Rate in Jails: The national occupancy rate in central jails for female 

prisoners was 91.5% by the end of 2021. In district jails, the occupancy rate for women 

was 107.2%. In sub-jails, the occupancy rate for women was much lower at 27.1%. 

c) Overcrowding in Women’s Jails: Bihar had the highest overcrowding in women’s 

jails with an occupancy rate of 115.8%. Other states with high overcrowding were 

Maharashtra (109.2%) and Telangana (108.8%). 

 

Women Prisoners’ Rights and Safety Measures 

Right to health: All prisoners are to be vaccinated upon admission, and special care is to be 

provided for elderly prisoners and those with drug addiction problems. Prison authorities 

should be aware that many women enter prison with pre-existing physical or mental health 

conditions due to a lack of awareness and resources in society. These conditions often require 

medical attention. The National Prison manual calls for comprehensive health screenings for 

female prisoners, which should include tests for sexually transmitted diseases, blood-borne 

diseases, mental health issues, drug dependency and for inspecting the mental health of inmates 

and offering counselling, therapy, or recommending transfer to specialized facilities when 

needed. Women who need treatment for mental health issues should not be kept in prisons but 

should be placed in separate facilities, like mental health hospitals. Women in prison also face 

numerous difficulties, including poor infrastructure and overcrowding. Basic facilities such as 

electricity, fans, and clean bathrooms are often lacking. 

 

On June 25, 2018, Union Minister for Women and Child Development, Maneka Sanjay 

Gandhi, released a report titled ‘Women in Prisons’. The report highlights the challenges 

women face in prisons, their rights, and potential solutions to improve their conditions. The 

report points out that despite guidelines in state manuals, the physical and mental health of 

female prisoners often suffers. In many prisons, there are no female wards in hospitals, and 

gynecologists or lady medical officers are unavailable. Mental health concerns are also often 

overlooked, and women with mental health issues are sometimes kept in prisons due to the lack 

of appropriate care facilities. Women's health needs, including physical, mental, sexual, and 

reproductive health, require specific attention for re-socialized and re-educated. 

 

Thus Ministry of Home Affairs has recognized that good health not just the absence of disease 
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but also a sense of well-being and happiness. For example, in Gujarat's Sabarmati women's jail, 

there is only a small dispensary with a health worker. There are no facilities for urgent medical 

care or mental health support. The absence of medical staff during holidays and at night often 

delays necessary treatment, sometimes with fatal consequences. 

 

According to the 2016 National Prison Manual, the health screening of women inmates should 

respect their privacy and dignity, and ensure medical confidentiality. Women should not be 

forced to share their reproductive health history or undergo screening without consent. The 

manual also calls for transferring women with mental health issues to specialized care facilities 

rather than keeping them in prison. Moreover, continuity of care should be ensured, and support 

should be provided to women after their release to help them continue receiving treatment. 

 

In May 2017, the Supreme Court highlighted the severe shortage of staff in jails across the 

country. It directed state governments and Union Territories to urgently fill these vacancies by 

December 31, 2017. Inspections by the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of over 

100 jails found a significant lack of staff, especially in smaller district prisons. There is an 

increasing need for dedicated women’s prisons, trained female prison officers, full-time female 

doctors, and pediatricians to address the specific needs of women prisoners. 

 

Right to Food & Nutrition: Nutrition is essential for good health, and the prison manuals of 

each state set guidelines for the daily calorie and nutritional intake for inmates. Women who 

are pregnant or breastfeeding require additional nutrition, including more protein, minerals, 

milk, sugar, vegetables, fish or meat, curd, and fresh fruits. Any complaints about food should 

be reported to the prison superintendent. However, the reality is quite different. For example, 

at Gujarat’s Sabarmati Women’s Jail, only two meals are served: one at 9 AM and another at 

5 PM. The food is often cold, and the quality control is questionable. In reviewing the Mulla 

Committee recommendations, the Ministry of Home Affairs pointed out that dining areas are 

often the most neglected parts of prisons. 

 

Pregnant and nursing women require additional nutrients to ensure both their own health and 

that of their children. According to general nutritional guidelines, pregnant and nursing women 

need around 3100 calories per day, with an increased intake of protein and minerals. The extra 

protein can be obtained by substituting a portion of cereal in the diet with milk, fish, meat, and 

eggs, or for vegetarians, focusing on milk and dairy products. Additionally, these women need 
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an adequate supply of minerals to maintain their health and support the fetus or infant. Without 

this, both the mother and child face serious health risks. 

 

Lack of Facilities for Children in Prison 

While Tihar Jail has set a positive example, many other prisons, especially in states like Punjab 

and Gujarat, continue to neglect the needs of children of incarcerated women. In Punjab, 

children receive less than two spoons of milk powder per day, and there are no nurseries or 

playgrounds available for these children to ensure their physical and emotional development. 

Additionally, though children are allowed to visit their incarcerated mothers, the lack of 

adequate facilities for their comfort and well-being remains a significant issue. 

 

A pregnant woman or lactating mother might receive one fruit and a sachet of milk per day, 

but the quality and quantity of these provisions are not regularly monitored. Furthermore, the 

snacks and food provided to children are sporadic and insufficient, leading to nutritional 

deficiencies. This lack of monitoring points to a critical need for improved oversight and 

accountability in the provision of basic needs. 

 

Supreme Court Guidelines and Implementation 

The Supreme Court's guidelines, particularly from the R.D. Upadhyay v. State of Rajasthan 

(2006) case, laid down specific directives for the care of children in prisons and the needs of 

incarcerated women. These guidelines address essential aspects such as the provision of: 

• Crèches for children up to six years old under Maternity Benefit Act 20173 

• Adequate diet, clothing, and medical care for children 

• Access to education for the children of women prisoners 

• The possibility for children above six years to be sent to boarding schools outside the 

prison for better care and schooling. 

In Delhi's Tihar Jail, the guidelines are reportedly being followed, with crèches and necessary 

support provided for children up to six years old. However, the implementation and availability 

of these facilities are not consistent across all prisons in India. 

 

 

                                                             
3 National Minimum Guidelines for Setting Up and Running Crèches under Maternity Benefit Act 2017, Ministry 

of Women and Child Development Government of India 2018. 
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Education and Vocational Training 

The National Prison Manual provides educational opportunities for inmates based on their 

educational background and interests. Education for young offenders (ages 18-21) who are 

illiterate is considered mandatory. A 2018 report on women in prisons by the Ministry of 

Women and Child Development reveals that many prisons fail to provide education for women. 

Higher education is rarely accessible, and even in prisons with libraries, women prisoners often 

cannot use them. The lack of staff, resources, and planning makes it difficult to offer education. 

For example, in Ahmedabad's Sabarmati Women's Jail in 2022, there is no literacy training 

available. The only work opportunity for women is in a sanitary pad manufacturing facility, 

where they work from 10 AM to 5 PM for a daily wage of Rs 70-90, far below the minimum 

wage. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, there were classes in journalism and yoga, but now only 

beauty parlour and embroidery training are available. While official reports claim that a leading 

NGO provides trained female teachers for the education of women in Gujarat's prisons, this is 

not the case in Ahmedabad. The lack of marketable skills and limited vocational options for 

women prisoners can be seen as a significant barrier to their rehabilitation and reintegration 

into the workforce. There are some barriers hinder them to achieve the set goal: 

• Limited Funding 

• Lack of Market Relevance 

• Gender-Specific Needs  

 

Legal aid 

Legal aid helps to level the playing field, especially for those who may not have the financial 

resources to hire private lawyers, thus promoting equality before the law. It is a fundamental 

right for all individuals, including prisoners, and it plays a crucial role in ensuring that those 

who are incarcerated have access to justice. The Indian Constitution, through Article 39A, 

explicitly mandates free legal aid to the poor and weaker sections of society, including 

prisoners, ensuring that justice is not only available but also accessible to everyone, regardless 

of their financial status. This is further reinforced by Articles 14 (right to equality before the 

law) and 22(1) (protection against arrest and detention in certain cases), which obligate the 

state to uphold fairness and equality within the legal system. 

 

The Justice A. N. Mulla Committee outlines several rights for prisoners regarding legal aid, 

aiming to ensure they have access to the necessary legal support and can exercise their rights 
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to justice. These rights include: 

1. Right to Effective Access to Information: Prisoners must have access to information 

regarding the legal provisions that regulate their detention and their rights within the 

prison system. This ensures that they are aware of their legal standing and can act to 

protect their interests. 

2. Right to Consult or Be Defended by a Legal Practitioner of Their Choice: Prisoners 

have the right to consult with a lawyer or legal practitioner of their choosing. This is a 

critical element in ensuring that they have effective representation in court and can 

pursue appeals or other legal proceedings if necessary. 

3. Right to Access to Legal Service Agencies: Prisoners are entitled to access state-run 

legal service boards or other agencies providing legal services. These services are often 

vital for prisoners who cannot afford private legal counsel, ensuring they can still pursue 

justice. 

4. Right to Information Upon Admission About Legal Rights: Upon entering prison, 

prisoners must be informed of their right to appeal, revision, or review of their 

conviction or sentence. This ensures that prisoners are aware of their options to 

challenge their imprisonment or sentence, providing an important safeguard against 

wrongful detention. 

5. Right to Receive Court Documents: Prisoners must be provided with the necessary 

court documents to file an appeal, revision, or review of their case. Without access to 

these documents, prisoners may be unable to challenge their conviction or sentence, 

effectively denying them their right to justice. 

6. Right to Present Complaints and Grievances: Prisoners have the right to present 

individual complaints and grievances about their treatment during confinement. These 

complaints could pertain to violations of their rights, inadequate conditions, or 

mistreatment by prison authorities. Ensuring that prisoners can voice their concerns is 

crucial to preventing abuse and ensuring a fair and just detention process. 

7. Right to Communicate with Authorities for Redressal: Prisoners have the right to 

communicate with the prison administration, government bodies, and judicial 

authorities to seek redressal for any violations of their rights. This ensures that the 

prison system is accountable and that prisoners can take action against any mistreatment 

or injustice they may experience. 

The situation of women prisoners in India reflects a range of significant challenges, especially 

in terms of safety, reformation, and access to justice. While Tihar Jail in Delhi is often cited as 
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a model for prison reform-offering access to electronic means for inmates to track their cases, 

including those in the Sessions Court, High Court, and even the Supreme Court-such reforms 

are not widespread. In many parts of the country, especially in states like Gujarat and 

Maharashtra, women prisoners face much harsher conditions, with limited or no access to 

information about their legal status or case progress. This knowledge gap is even more 

disempowering for women, as it makes understanding and navigating the legal system a distant 

reality. 

 

One of the most concerning issues is the lack of separation between male and female prisoners 

in some regions. For instance, in Chhattisgarh, men and women prisoners are sometimes 

housed together, despite the obvious risks this poses to women's safety and dignity. There are 

also no dedicated women’s prisons in many states. The one open-air prison for women in Pune 

remains the only such facility in the country, highlighting the severe lack of alternatives for 

female convicts. 

 

Human Rights Perspective: 

The Hon'ble Supreme Court of India has been instrumental in addressing issues related to 

prison administration and the treatment of prisoners, including those related to women. The 

court has established some fundamental principles to ensure the humane treatment of all 

prisoners, including women: 

1. A Person in Prison Does Not Become a Non-Person: This principle asserts that even 

though a person is incarcerated, they retain their human dignity and rights. It 

underscores that imprisonment should not strip prisoners of their humanity, and they 

should continue to be treated with respect and afforded basic rights. 

2. A Person in Prison is Entitled to All Human Rights Within the Limitations of 

Imprisonment: This principle reinforces the idea that prisoners do not lose all their 

rights while in detention. While certain rights may be restricted due to the nature of 

imprisonment, they are still entitled to fundamental human rights, including the right to 

safety, access to justice, and humane treatment. 

3. There Is No Justification for Aggravating the Suffering Inherent in Imprisonment: 

This principle argues that imprisonment itself is a form of suffering, and there is no 

justification for making this suffering worse. Prisons should be places for reformation 

and rehabilitation, not for further victimizing individuals. This principle is particularly 
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important in the context of women prisoners, who may face additional forms of abuse, 

discrimination, and exploitation within the prison system. 

 

Need for Improved Monitoring and Scrutiny: The case of Ahmedabad Women's Jail in 

Gujarat exemplifies the challenges in meeting the needs of pregnant and nursing women 

prisoners. While some facilities are available, such as the provision of basic nutrition, the 

inconsistent quality and insufficient quantity of these provisions create serious risks for both 

the mothers and children. This situation calls for more rigorous monitoring of prison 

conditions, especially in relation to women and children, to ensure that they are provided with 

adequate nutrition, healthcare, and emotional support. 

 

Violations of Dignity and Privacy: In some prisons, offensive and intrusive body searches 

are still carried out, violating the privacy and dignity of women prisoners. These searches are 

often unnecessary and do not align with established human rights standards. Furthermore, there 

is an absence of alternatives such as body scanners or metal detectors, which could mitigate 

the need for invasive searches. The lack of availability or functionality of these technologies 

suggests a failure on the part of the authorities to provide the appropriate tools and practices to 

respect the dignity of women prisoners. The Model Prison Manual stipulates that CCTV 

cameras must be used in a way that respects the dignity and privacy of women prisoners. And 

gender sensitization training for all staff involved in the custody, interrogation, and treatment 

of prisoners. This includes raising awareness about human rights and sexual misconduct.  

 

Scarcity of Female Jail Staff and Supervisors: One of the most glaring issues in Indian 

prisons is the scarcity of female jail staff and supervisory officers. As of 2015, women 

comprised only 8.28% of the total jail staff, a situation that creates significant gaps in the 

management of women prisoners. The lack of female staff leads to a situation where male staff 

and officials are often responsible for managing women prisoners, which is highly undesirable 

and dangerous. This practice increases the vulnerability of women to harassment and abuse. 

 

Harassment and Sexual Violence: Another troubling aspect is the sexual violence and 

harassment that women prisoners face, often perpetrated by fellow inmates and sometimes by 

prison authorities. As highlighted, there are cases where women are humiliated and violated 

during body searches, and their comfort and privacy are routinely disregarded. This systemic 

abuse can take many forms, from inappropriate body searches to sexual assault by guards or 
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male staff members. 

 

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) has recorded 39 cases of rape in judicial 

and police custody between 2006 and 2010. This statistic is an alarming reminder of the lack 

of safety and protection for women in custody. Unfortunately, despite such documentation, 

there has been little monitoring of conditions in women's prisons, and the system remains 

largely unchecked. This has led to continued violations of human rights, with women prisoners 

experiencing physical and emotional trauma during their confinement. 

 

Lack of Specific Medical Support: Another critical concern is the shortage of medical 

professionals specifically trained to meet the needs of women prisoners. There is a particular 

need for gynecologists and psychologists in women’s prisons to address issues related to 

reproductive health, mental health, and other gender-specific concerns. In the absence of such 

specialized care, women prisoners often remain untreated for medical conditions that are 

particularly relevant to them. This exacerbates their vulnerability, leaving them with little 

recourse for physical and emotional well-being. 

 

The Unique Challenges Faced by Women Prisoners: 

 Hormonal Fluctuations: 

• Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder (PMDD): Women with PMDD may experience 

severe mood swings and symptoms similar to irritability, depression, and anxiety during 

the premenstrual phase of their cycle. This can make it difficult to cope with the 

challenges of prison life. 

• Postpartum Depression: A mood disorder that can affect women within the first year 

after giving birth, characterized by feelings of sadness, hopelessness, and anxiety. 

• Perinatal Mental Health Issues: A broader term encompassing mental health conditions 

that occur during pregnancy or within the first year after childbirth, including 

postpartum depression and anxiety.  

• Perimenopausal and Menopausal Depression: Hormonal changes during menopause 

can contribute to feelings of depression, anxiety, and irritability. 

• PTSD: Women prisoners are often survivors of trauma, including sexual assault, 

domestic violence, and human trafficking. This can lead to PTSD, which can have a 

significant impact on their mental and emotional well-being. 
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Relationship-Related Issues: 

• Intimate Partner Violence-Related Mental Health Issues: Women who experience 

intimate partner violence are at a higher risk of developing mental health problems, 

including depression, anxiety, and PTSD. 

 

Body Image and Self-Esteem: 

• Body Image Issues: Societal pressures and unrealistic beauty standards can contribute 

to negative body image and low self-esteem in women. 

• Stigma and Discrimination: Mental health issues are often stigmatized and 

discriminated against, both within prisons and in society. This can make it difficult for 

women prisoners to seek help or access necessary services. 

 

These reforms must focus on: 

• Ensuring safety from abuse and exploitation, particularly in mixed-gender prisons or 

where there are inadequate security measures. 

• Providing education and vocational training that are more aligned with the realities of 

women's post-release lives, helping them reintegrate into society. 

• Ensuring access to legal aid, information about their cases, and avenues to address 

grievances, so they can actively participate in their defence and seek redress for 

violations of their rights. 

• Creating separate facilities for women prisoners, with proper resources, rehabilitation 

programs, and access to healthcare, to ensure their dignity and well-being are 

maintained. 

 

The overall objective should be to empower women prisoners not just by addressing their 

immediate needs but by creating an environment that promotes their long-term rehabilitation, 

reformation, and reintegration into society, safeguarding their rights and ensuring their humane 

treatment throughout their incarceration. 

 

The issue of mental illness for women prisoners in India is multifaceted, with economic, social, 

and informational barriers significantly hindering their access to justice. Legal aid services, 

Medical facilities are though available, are often underutilized by women prisoners due to a 

lack of awareness and other challenges. 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | Dec 2024        ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

Addressing These Challenges: 

• Specialized Mental Health Services: Prisons should have specialized mental health 

units staffed by qualified professionals who understand the unique needs of women 

prisoners. 

• Trauma-Informed Care: Mental health interventions should be trauma-informed, 

recognizing the impact of past experiences on women's mental health. 

• Support Groups: Support groups can provide a safe and supportive space for women 

prisoners to share their experiences and receive peer support. 

• Advocacy and Awareness: Raising awareness about mental health issues among 

women prisoners and advocating for policy reforms can help to address these 

challenges. 

 

Counseling of Women Prisoners and Mental Health Care 

The mental health and well-being of women prisoners are critical aspects that require focused 

attention and intervention. Many women who find themselves incarcerated experience a 

multitude of challenges - from societal stigma to personal trauma, both of which contribute to 

their psychological distress. Given the unique nature of women's experiences in the criminal 

justice system, a holistic approach to mental health and rehabilitation is essential for their 

recovery and reintegration into society. 

 

The counseling of women prisoners must be seen as an ongoing, compassionate, and essential 

process that focuses not just on the psychological aspects, but also on social reintegration and 

family support. Below are key points that outline the objectives and approach to counseling 

women prisoners: 

 

1. Reframing the Prison Experience 

One of the primary goals of counseling is to help women prisoners view their time in prison as 

an opportunity for personal growth and rehabilitation, rather than simply as a punishment. The 

idea is to help women understand that prison is not a "dumping ground" for individuals who 

are written off by society, but rather a residential center where they can learn skills, reflect on 

their past actions, and work toward their eventual reintegration into society. 

 

Counseling should help women prisoners to: 

• Redefine their purpose: Help them see prison as a space for self-reflection and growth. 
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• Understand the process of rehabilitation: Emphasize that the goal of imprisonment is 

not solely punitive but also transformative, preparing them for life outside of prison. 

• Restore hope: Assist them in seeing that they have the ability to change and re-enter 

society with a renewed perspective. 

 

2. Changing Attitudes Toward Crime and Lawful Living 

Women prisoners often come from backgrounds where they may have been exposed to 

violence, abuse, or neglect, all of which can affect their perceptions of crime and justice. 

Counseling can help them shift their attitudes by: 

• Rectifying pro-crime attitudes: Many women in prison may have engaged in criminal 

activities due to circumstances such as poverty, abuse, or lack of education. Counseling 

can help them recognize the root causes of their behavior and understand the 

consequences of criminal actions. 

• Encouraging lawful behavior: Counselors can provide guidance on making better 

choices and embracing a lifestyle that is respectful of the law and morally sound. 

• Instilling a resolve for reform: Women can be encouraged to take an active role in their 

own rehabilitation, with a focus on self-discipline, personal accountability, and respect 

for societal norms. 

 

3. Fostering Self-Realization and Reintegration 

Many women in prison may feel that their past mistakes define them, leading to feelings of 

shame or hopelessness. Counseling should be aimed at helping women recognize that they still 

possess the qualities and capabilities needed to live a normal and productive life upon release. 

Counselors can help them: 

• Identify strengths: Help women realize that they still have the skills, resilience, and 

potential to live a meaningful life. 

• Develop self-esteem: Encourage positive self-image and self-worth, which is crucial 

for re-entering society. 

• Empowerment: Promote empowerment through education, vocational training, and 

mental health support. 

• Family and social reintegration: Involve family members in the rehabilitation process, 

encouraging their support for the women’s reintegration and breaking the societal 

stigma. 
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4. Addressing Trauma and Mental Health Needs 

Women in prison may have undergone trauma such as domestic violence, sexual abuse, or 

psychological neglect, all of which contribute to mental health issues. Comprehensive 

counseling should include: 

• Trauma-informed care: Counseling should address the trauma that many women in 

prison experience, helping them process their experiences and heal from emotional 

wounds. 

• Mental health treatment: Many women prisoners suffer from depression, anxiety, or 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and a mental health professional should be 

involved in providing appropriate therapies. 

• Psychiatric support: Access to psychiatrists and therapists trained to deal with the 

particular needs of incarcerated women should be available to assist them in managing 

mental health issues. 

 

5. Long-Term Rehabilitation and Support 

Counseling should not end when women are released from prison; rather, it should be part of a 

long-term rehabilitation plan that includes: 

• Post-release support: Programs that provide continued mental health counseling, 

vocational training, and social reintegration support. 

• Family counseling: Often, women prisoners are estranged from their families or face 

difficulty reuniting due to societal stigmas. Providing family counseling can facilitate 

reconciliation and support during reintegration. 

• Community programs: Engaging women in community-based rehabilitation programs 

can help them reinforce their commitment to leading a law-abiding life and build 

supportive social networks. 

 

6. Encouraging Participation in Group Therapy and Peer Support 

Many women prisoners benefit from group therapy or peer support groups, where they can: 

• Share experiences: Engage with others who have similar life challenges and criminal 

backgrounds, which can help build mutual support networks. 

• Learn from others: Gain strength and inspiration from others who are working on their 

own rehabilitation journeys. 

• Develop communication skills: Through interaction with other inmates, women can 

improve their social skills, which will be essential when reintegrating into society. 
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Project ‘KIRAN’ and Initiatives for Reform 

In response to these issues, Project KIRAN was launched in Odisha in 2021 as a significant 

step toward addressing the specific needs of women prisoners. Project KIRAN is a help desk 

initiative that provides free legal aid, rehabilitation, and mental health counseling to women 

prisoners. The project was initiated by the Directorate of Prisons and Correctional Services, in 

partnership with the Odisha-based NGO MAADHYAM, and aims to empower women 

prisoners by providing them with essential services and support. 

 

This initiative reflects a growing recognition of the unique challenges faced by female inmates 

and the urgent need for targeted support to help them reintegrate into society after their release. 

 

Conclusion 

The women prisoners are to be treated with respect, dignity, and humanity, and that they are 

not subjected to further abuse or neglect during their time in prison. Counseling plays a crucial 

role in the rehabilitation of women prisoners, helping them overcome past trauma, develop a 

positive attitude toward lawful living, and build the confidence necessary for reintegration into 

society. A comprehensive, holistic approach to mental health and family counseling is essential 

for breaking the cycle of crime and fostering successful reintegration into society. With proper 

counseling, women prisoners can find healing, empowerment, and the tools to lead a 

productive, law-abiding life after their release. Addressing the information gap, economic 

barriers, and social stigma is crucial to ensuring that women in prison are given the chance to 

rebuild their lives post-incarceration. 

 

Despite the Supreme Court's directives, many prisons in India still fail to meet the specific 

needs of pregnant and nursing women and their children. The lack of proper facilities for 

children, insufficient nutrition, and inadequate healthcare contribute to the vulnerability of both 

mothers and children in these prisons. While Tihar Jail serves as an example of what is possible 

when guidelines are followed, there is a need for systematic implementation across the country 

to ensure that all women prisoners, especially those who are pregnant or nursing, receive the 

support and care they require. The rigorous monitoring and scrutiny of prison conditions are 

essential to make this a reality.   
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