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A.  Introduction:  A Just Measure Of Pain 

• A logical starting point for a social history of the penitentiary is 

the 1770s, when the vision of the “total institution” first began to 

take shape out of two centuries of accumulated experience with 

workhouses, house of correction and jails. 

• Europe would be profoundly influenced by the models of 

incarceration developed in the United States. 

• The history of the origins and development of the prison system 

in the United States offers what appears to be an extraordinary 

paradox. 

• Incarceration became the central feature of criminal justice at 

the same time that democratic principles were receiving their 

most enthusiastic endorsement. 



Alexis DeTocqueville 



A Preview Of The U.S. History Of Prisons 

• American lawmakers grappled with the questions of by what 

means and to what ends the state ought to punish convicted 

offenders almost as soon as the republic began its transition 

to peacetime in the mid-1780s. 

• Early republican efforts to establish a suitable practice 

eventually resulted in the founding of the house of 

repentance. 

• Two rival models of imprisonment – that of the Pennsylvania 

and Auburn systems – resulted in the triumph of the latter and 

contractual penal servitude as the prominent feature of 19th-

century incarceration. 

• This system would be displaced in the late 19th century and 

administrators would struggle to define a new model. 



A representation of an Old Bailey Trial, c. 1808 



Three Major Forms Of 18th-Century Confinement 

1) Debtors’ Prison 

2) House Of Correction (or Bridewell) 

3) County Jail 



English Debtors Prison 

• Debtors and their families were confined until they could give 

satisfaction to their creditors or until they were discharged by 

an act of Parliament. 

• By right and custom, debtors could not be chained or force to 

work. 

• The “better class” rented separate apartments from the 

keeper or even from someone unconnected to the prison who 

happened to rent accommodation there. 

• The “poorer sort” slept on the common side in crowded and 

often filthy wards. 

• The keeper usually left the debtors to police their own 

community. 



King’s Bench Debtor Prison, 1808 



The Bridewell 

• The house of correction or bridewell was, by the late 18th 

century, an institution in decline. 

• In principle, bridewells were supposed to put the poor to 

work and teach them the lessons of industry. 

• Masters in a range of outwork trades contracted for the 

labor of the incarcerated. 

• The rapid turnover of prisoners and the low productivity 

made it difficult to make a profit. 

• These dated back to Elizabethan times. 



Bridewell Pass Room, 1810 



A print of the inside of Newgate 



The 18th-Century Jail 

• These typically brought together a diverse group of 

individuals. 

• In theory, the classes were supposed to be kept isolated from 

each other but jailers usually lacked the manpower to enforce 

the separation. 

• Prisoners counted more on their family and friends then on 

either charity or the state for food and clothing. 

• The counties allowed freedom of access to the inmates’ 

friends and relatives. 

• The keepers were dependent upon fees for their livelihood.  

This institutionalized unequal treatment of the rich and the 

poor.  Many keepers were tavern-keepers by trade. 



John Howard 

Statue, 

Bedford 



John Howard inspects another prison 



John Howard 

• From a Non-Conformist background, his father had 

become wealthy in the grocery business. 

• Howard engaged in various philanthropic activities, 

including serving as his local sheriff. 

• His interest in prison reform led to his nation-wide State of 

the Prisons (1777) 

• Elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1756, he would 

be saluted by the Royal Statistical Society in the 1870s as 

one of the founders of social science. 



Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) 

• The leading exponent of utilitarianism, Bentham argued 

that any action should be judged only according to 

whether it promoted “the greatest happiness of the 

greatest number.” 

• He believed social scientists could help point the way 

towards a society that maximized pleasure and minimized 

pain. 

• As part of this larger project, he became interested in the 

new type of penitentiary as a total institution and a form of 

behavioural control. 



One model 

drawing of 

Jeremy 

Bentham’s 

Panopticon 







Botany Bay (Sydney) -- 1788 



Penitentiary Act Of 1779 

• Provided for the construction of two penitentiaries in the 

London area, one for 600 males and the others for 300 

females. 

• The prisoners were to be provided with special clothing for 

the first time. 

• Historians highlight the act as a key marker in the history 

of crime and punishment in England. 





Turn Of The Century Prison Reform 

• A number of new country institutions were built after the 

Penitentiary Act of 1779 but the debate on prison reform 

became embroiled in divisions associated with the British 

response to the French Revolution. 

• The government itself was engaged in a crackdown on 

perceived radicals. 

• It was a particularly effective taunt to associate the Bastille and 

the idea of the new penitentiary. 

• The manpower needs associated with the war against France 

made the impetus for reform seem less urgent. 

• The number of adult males committed for trial soared after 1815 

and the population of the local jails swelled. 

• The call for reform picked up once again. 



Samuel Romilly – 

 One of the reformers 

associated with the 

Prison Discipline 

Society 





A buttress 

that remains 

today from 

Millbank 



A Shift In Assumptions And Language (c. 1820-40) 

• The machinery of public order was becoming more centralized 

and rationalized. 

• The movement of gentlemen officers into positions formerly the 

preserve of petty tradesmen attests to the increasing 

importance of prisons as institutions in the minds of the middle-

class public. 

• The old 18th-century term “keeper,” with its connotations of 

animal taming, was replaced by the more impersonal and 

commanding term “governor.” 

• “Turnkey” was being discarded for “warder.” 

• The language of family disappeared. 

• The word “cell” replaced the word “apartment.” 



Pentonville -- 1842 





A view of the 

interior of 

Pentonville 







A drawing of Pentonville 







The Pentonville Treadmill 



Pentonville Today 





Wheelbarrow Men 

• The first state to undertake systematic reform of its penal 

system was Pennsylvania. 

• In 1786, legislators enacted a penal code that all convicts 

other than those sentenced to hang be put to “servitude” as 

“wheelbarrow men” on the state’s roads, highways, forts and 

mines. 

• Lawmakers reasoned that the sight of convicts working 

silently and obediently in distinctive garb would both impress 

upon passers-by the idea that punishment awaited anyone 

who committed a crime and allow for the elimination of brutal 

bodily punishments from the state’s penal system. 

• Public labour instead became the occasion for violent and 

public behaviour, and a large number of inmates escaped. 



Benjamin 

Rush 



Philadelphia’s Walnut Street Prison 





Architect Benjamin 

Latrobe designed 

Virginia’s post-

Revolutionary 

penitentiary at the 

bequest of Thomas 

Jefferson 



First Attempt At Penitentiaries 

• At Walnut Street, Newgate and elsewhere, the task of 

governing the new penitentiary system presented technical, 

theological, political, economic and ethical problems. 

• Prisoners made a habit of “mutiny.”  Silence, solitude and 

labour were not effectively imposed. 

• Prisoners’ families and friends asserted a right of access to 

the prisoners. 

• A voluminous traffic in goods, people, money and news 

flowed through the penitentiary gates. 

• Not only convicts and their communities, but also the guards, 

the keepers and, in some instances, the wardens, challenged 

the new system. 



New York 

•  Auburn 

•  Congregate 

•  Sing Sing 

•  Prisoners slept alone, 

one to a cell 

•  They came together to 

eat and to work. 

•  Rules prohibited all 

talking and even the 

exchanging of glances. 

•  The lockstep 

•  Allowed for 

development of contract 

labor 

Pennsylvania 

•  Eastern State 

•  Separate 

•  Prisoners confined to 

individual cells for the 

entire period of their 

incarceration. 

•  Hoods placed over 

the heads of 

newcomers so that they 

would not be 

recognized. 

•  No chapel. 



A 19th-C. lantern slide view of Auburn Penitentiary 



A later demonstration of the Auburn-style lockstep 



Sing Sing viewed from across the Hudson River 



A Hudson estate built with Sing Sing marble 



Philadelphia’s Eastern State Penitentiary today 



Eastern State Penitentiary opened in 1829 



A cell at Eastern State 





Charles Dickens came away unimpressed after 

his 1842 visit to America’s most famous prisons 



The Auburn And Pennsylvania Systems 

• Both systems emphasizes isolation, obedience, and a steady 

routine of labour. 

• Both models were committed to the rehabilitative potential of 

the prison and were convinced that the routines imposed on 

the inmate would transform him into a law-abiding citizen. 

• Reform, not deterrence, was now the aim of incarceration. 

• The penitentiary would succeed precisely where other 

community institutions had failed. 

• Just as defects in the social environment had led the inmate 

into crime, the disciplined and disciplining environment of the 

institution would lead him out of it. 





Auburn’s prison front today 



An 1855 representation of life inside Sing Sing 



The Auburn System And Contractual Penal 

Servitude (1835-1890) 

• Forced labor was fundamental to both the finances and disciplinary 

order of the Auburn-style prison. 

• In almost all the new state prisons, the convicts went to work for 

private manufacturers. 

• Although the Auburn system of discipline severely limited the 

possibilities for collective action on the part of convicts, the very 

system of hard labor that was the financial linchpin of the prison 

system fostered many of the conditions under which convicts could 

communicate with each other and resist the full force of their keepers’ 

attempts at domination. 

• As well as facilitating communication, the prison labor system fostered 

a brisk prison commerce, with incentives introduced for the more 

productive laborers. 



Free Workers Criticize The Auburn Model 

• The members and leaders of the emerging workingmen’s 

movement saw in the new prison labor system a threat not 

only to their employment as artisans but, on a larger scale, a 

challenge to their identity as virtuous male worker-citizens and 

to the moral order of the Republic. 

• By making relatively large groups of prisoners available to 

manufacturers at low cost, these workers argued, the contract 

prison labor system made it impossible for free workers to 

compete. 

• Moreover, allowing mechanical labor to be undertaken in the 

prisons degraded work and associated it not with citizenship 

but with punishment and disfranchised convicts. 

• Beginning in the 1830s, artisans initiated a series of strikes, 

petitions and other actions aimed at halting the practice of 

putting convicts to work in the trades. 



Dannemora Prison today 



The old location of the I.G. Johnson Iron Works 







Convict 

lease 

prisoners 

in Florida 

(1915) 



Sing Sing in its post-civil War industrial heyday 



The water 

torture at 

Sing Sing 



Campaign To Abolish Contract Prison Labor 

• In the Gilded Age, an unprecedented number of prison 

“mutinies” erupted around the country. 

• Large-scale strikes and riots broke out in more than a 

dozen industrial prisons between 1879 and 1892. 

• Organized labour also protested over the contract system 

and generated political pressure on state lawmakers. 

• New York introduced a series of measures effectively 

banning contract labour beginning in the mid-1880s. 

• The 1894 state constitutional amendment declared a final 

end to contract labour. 



D.  4.  U.S. Penal Reform In The Progressive Era 

(1890-1918) 

• In Northern states in the first two decades of the 20th 

century, a new generation of reformers aimed to turn the 

prison inherited from the 19th century into a therapeutic 

“community.” 

• In New York, the attempt to reinvent prison labour after 

1896 spurred reforms that went on to become hallmarks of 

progressive penology (such as indeterminate sentencing 

and the incentive-based disciplinary system). 



The Bertillon system was designed by a French police inspector 



The Bertillon Bureau at Auburn in 1902 



Sing Sing’s Star 

of Hope was but 

one of several 

Progressive-era 

convict-

produced 

newspapers 



Prisoner reformers associated with the National Committee on 

Prison Labor focused upon Sing Sing in 1913  



The most 

prominent 

of these 

reformers 

was Thomas 

Mott 

Osborne, 

who became 

warden first 

at Auburn 

and then at 

Sing Sing 



Thomas Osborne at Sing Sing 



Osborne And The NCPL At Sing Sing (1915-1917) 

• A new language of citizenship and re-integration into society was now 

emphasized. 

• As he had done at Auburn, Osborne organized constitutional conventions 

and elections. 

• Inmates began organizing convict-taught classes; bringing in outside 

performers and lecturers; and forming various committees to discuss prison 

conditions. 

• In attempting a comprehensive reconstruction of Sing Sing’s labor 

companies, Osborne sought not only the financial and practical aid of big 

business but the involvement of the trade unions. 

• With the help of volunteers from Columbia, MIT and the convicts 

themselves, Osborne initiated Sing Sing’s first comprehensive educational 

and training classes. 

• There was also a focus on the development of techniques aimed at the 

discovery, classification and eradication of sexual relations among prisoners. 



Bernard Glueck on the stand during the Leopold and Loeb trial 



Another image of Osborne at Sing Sing 



Lewis E. Lawes of 

Sing Sing became 

the most 

prominent 

interwar warden 



From Mott To Lawes At Sing Sing As A Microcosm Of Larger 

Trends Within Penal Reform 

• There was a narrowing of vision. 

• The focus shifted from making good citizen-workers out of prisoners to 

making good prisoners out of inmates. 

• The goal of social justice was eclipsed by that of institutional stability. 

• Warden Lawes skillfully built a prison order based on the principle of the 

square deal and morale-building techniques. 

• He gave all prisoners a clean disciplinary slate and then left them with that 

“A” grade unless they broke rules and thus were demoted to “B” or “C” class 

with attendant loss of privileges. 

• Sporting activities and the mass media of radio, film and newspapers were 

folded into the fabric of everyday prison life. 

• For Lawes, the chief task of prison administration was not to “cure” criminals 

or to deter crime, but rather to maintain the peace and security of the prison. 

• By the 1930s, the Northern prison had become post-industrial. 



Their Sisters’ Keepers: Women’s Prison 

Reform (1815-1930) 

• Who, historically, were the female offenders? 

• How did they compare and contrast with male offenders? 

• Who were the reformers interested in women’s prisons? 

• What assumptions were made by different individuals and 

groups about the female offender? 

• What did these assumptions reveal about attitudes 

towards gender relations and the nature of male and 

female? 

• How did these assumptions shape the institutions that 

developed? 





Elizabeth 

Fry 

(1780-1845) 



Elizabeth Fry reading to prisoners at Newgate, 1823 



Female convicts at Brixton in the yard 



The convict nursery at Brixton 



Female Prison Staff 

• With the exception of the chaplain, prisons for women were staffed 

almost entirely by women. 

• In female prisons, order was maintained not by discipline alone but by 

a complex set of relationships between warders and inmates. 

• The common assumption that women were more susceptible to 

personal influence than men justified a greater level of intimacy than 

was ever accepted in male prisons. 

• The dividing line between legitimate interest and undue intimacy was 

not always easy to establish. 

• “Tampering” was the euphemistic term used to describe cases of 

lesbianism by female staff. 

• Female warders were obliged to resign when they married.  Those 

who remained tended to be even more cut off from the outside world 

than their male counterparts and all the more dependent on the life of 

the prison for emotional sustenance. 



Innovation At The Turn Of The Century 
• The last quarter of the 19th century was a period of considerable innovation 

for women’s prisons on both sides of the Atlantic. 

• In the U.S., the impetus to reform came from a powerful group of women 

who, much influenced by reformatories already established for juvenile 

delinquents, campaigned to set up similar institutions for adult women. 

• In Europe, the development of medical science, particularly psychiatry, was 

a main force in penal reform. 

• Both the emergent view in the U.S. of the female offender as “wayward” or 

errant, and the growing recognition in Europe of medical reasons for 

offending by women, in their different ways, tended to raise questions about 

the utility of punishing those who could not be held fully responsible for their 

crimes. 

• In the new reformatories, the emphasis was not on punishment but on 

curing and redeeming. 

• Ironically, this replace short sentences in local prisons with indeterminate 

terms in new specialist institutions.  



The Western (NY) House of Refuge opened at Albion in 1893 



Life In The Female Reformatories 
• In many ways, life in the reformatories was far less severe than in male 

prisons at the time. 

• In certain respects, though, the reformatory represented a greater 

infringement on women’s freedom. 

• The norm was an indeterminate three-year sentence; women could be held 

to the maximum if they failed to show signs of reform. 

• They could be committed to reformatories for misdemeanors or even less 

terms, whereas men could be sentenced for such long terms only for 

felonies. 

• The difference was justified on the basis that women were sent to 

reformatories not to be punished in proportion to the seriousness of their 

offense but to be reformed and retrained. 

• Increasingly, pressure to hold women for long periods also came not only 

from would-be reformers but also from the growing Eugenics Movement, 

which sought to have “genetically inferior” women removed from social 

circulation for as many of their child-bearing years as possible. 



Prostitute Alice Tatlow was classified in 1904 

under the provisions of the Inebriates Act 



Aylesbury Convict Prison for Women in the early 20th C. 





New York’s House of Refuge opened in 1825 



A painting representing Mary Carpenter with her first reform girl in 1854 



The Lancaster Industrial School for Girls in Massachusetts 



William 

“Daddy” 

George 



“Bank Notes” of the Junior Republic 



The George Junior Republic represented as an idyll 



A historic marker for L.A.’s Whittier State Reform School 


