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African American correctional officers worked in
segregated facilities; part of all-black staff in facilities
with all-black populations. These conditions limited
leadership positions to a few. In North Carolina, for
example, Lewyn M. Hayes became the first black
superintendent of a corrections institution. He took
charge of the Raleigh Youth Center for Negroes in
1952. The right to work in integrated facilities, and
aspire to leadership positions throughout state corrections, did not come until the 1970s. There were no
black employees supervising white inmates at
Mississippi’s Parchman Penitentiary, which had
become by 1972, the starkest example of the system of
racial segregation practiced in the South. Under pressure of federal court intervention, the superintendent
in 1973 attempted to redress racial imbalance among
staff with the appointment of an African American
assistant warden and promotion of Eddie Holloway,
who became Mississippi’s first black warden.
Women and African Americans organized their
own professional associations to identify areas of
concern, make the most of opportunities, and offer
support for colleagues. In 1975, at the ACA’s annual
congress, a Women’s Caucus met to address the
concerns of women in corrections. As a result, the
ACA president in 1978 appointed a task force as
a standing subcommittee of the Affirmative Action
Committee. The National Association of Blacks in
Criminal Justice (NABCJ) organized in 1974 following a meeting at the University of Alabama, at which
Bennett Cooper, director of Ohio’s Department of
Rehabilitation and Correction, called for creation of
a permanent national organization to focus on the
goal of achieving equal justice for African Americans
and other minorities.

still grappling with many of the same issues as they
ever have. Relatively low salaries combined with
low educational levels and repetitive tasks contribute to the job’s enduring stigma.
—Paul Knepper
See also American Correctional Association; Correctional Officer Pay; Correctional Officer Unions;
Correctional Officers; Federal Prison System;
Governance; History of Prisons; Legitimacy; Managerialism; Professionalizatuon of Staff
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CONCLUSION
Significant changes have occurred in the vocation
of the prison officer during the 19th and 20th centuries. During the era of politics, all prison staff
served “at the warden’s pleasure.” The era of professionalism institutionalized training requirements. Finally, during the era of civil rights, women
and African Americans claimed the right to work
in institutional roles that had been denied them.
Despite all the changes, however, prison officers are

The presence of prisons is well documented in
the annals of ancient history, mentioned in Greek philosophy, biblical sources, and the laws of Rome. The
dominant forms of punishment in early times were
execution, exile, fines, and the confiscation of property, and for debt, confinement until payment and debt
bondage. The use of imprisonment as the major form
of punishment, however, has a more recent history.
The difficulty of tracing the emergence of imprisonment itself as a form of punishment lies in the fact
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that the prison—past and
present—has had multiple
functions. Prisons have
served as places of custody for those to be tried,
for those sentenced and
awaiting their punishment, as sites for corporal
punishment and execution,
holding places for debtors,
and (infrequently) in
earlier times, as places
for long-term or lifetime incarceration. For
example, Rome’s firstcentury B.C. Mamertine
Prison, whose history can
be traced back to the thirdcentury B.C., was an
underground
chamber
close to the seat of the Photo 1
Sing Sing convicts attending Sunday Service in the prison chapel
courts, used both as a site
of confinement and as a
for a range of activities, including incursion of debt.
place of execution, as well as perhaps for punitive
At the same time, towns and local nobles responsiimprisonment. It is from these early beginnings and
ble for keeping the peace were required to provide
multiple functions that the contemporary use of
local jails for those awaiting trial and sentencing.
imprisonment as punishment for crime can be traced.
Jailors charged fees and sold food and clothing to
the prisoners. Inmates had to pay any debts incurred
EARLY EUROPE
during their confinement before they could be
released. Conditions in these early jails ranged from
In early medieval Europe, local prisons scattered
relative comfort for those with means to a foul and
across centers of population and seats of jurisdicdeath-threatening existence for those without.
tion retained their multiple functions, while execuThe numbers of imprisonable offenses increased
tion, exile, mutilation, enslavement, and fines
in England from the 13th century onward. By the
remained the dominant forms of punishment.
16th century, there were 180 such acts, including
However, by the 13th and 14th centuries, canon law
vagrancy, illegal bearing of arms, and morals
and ecclesiastical courts had developed with jurisoffenses, which carried sentences of penal bondage.
diction over lay persons as well as clergy. At the
People sentenced for these crimes could be placed
same time, monastic cells became a locus for peniin “bridewells” or “houses of corrections” that
tential expiation within an institutionalized disciplisought to instill habits of discipline, hard labor, and
nary system in a manner that foreshadowed the
religious observance in a domestic household
function of the prison as a site for moral correction.
model. London’s Bridewell, the first of many in
In England, by the 12th century, the Tower of
England, opened in 1556 for the confinement of
London, the Fleet, and other royal prisons held a
women and men “idle, criminal and destitute.”
range of occupants for both coercive and custodial
For serious crimes, however, execution remained
purposes. People could be sentenced under common
the primary punishment. The sheer number of
law or be placed there by the will of the sovereign
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capital offenses, the severity of that punishment,
and an increasing reluctance in the courts to enforce
the penalty, led to the royal decree of 1615 that
transportation to the colonies could be substituted
for the penalty of death, with the stated purpose of
combining “justice tempered with mercie” but reflecting economic interests as well. With the Transportation Act of 1718, penal bondage became the
primary punishment for a range of offenses, predominantly those against property. Between 1718
and 1776, between 30,000 and 50,000 convicts,
men and women, with sentences of bondage for 7 or
14 years or for life, were transported to America.
By the 17th and early 18th centuries, the foundations
were laid for the penal reforms that led to the development of the modern prison system.
THE RISE OF PENAL REFORM
Two currents were at work in England in the late 18th
and early 19th centuries. One was a practical need
to respond to the perceived rising crime and increasing disorder of a revolutionary time, to the loss of
the American colonies for transportation, and to the
increasing overcrowding and deteriorating conditions
in local jails and houses of correction. The second
was the changing views of the nature of punishment,
inspired in part by Cesare Beccaria’s essay On
Crimes and Punishments, published in 1764.
Beccaria’s influence can be seen in the writings of
men like Joshua Hanway and John Dornford, both of
whom called for the care of both the body and the
soul of the convicted, through solitary confinement,
hard labor, and the ministrations of the chaplain.
Perhaps the most influential reformer of the time
was John Howard, whose 1777 report on The State
of the Prisons in England and Wales was widely
read in England, Europe, and America. As the new
sheriff of Bedfordshire, he was shocked with the
conditions in the jails that were now his responsibility. Motivated by what he saw in his own county,
he began to inspect all of England’s prisons, decrying not only their filth, overcrowding, illness, lack
of order and rules, but also the presence within
them of acquitted persons unable to pay their jailor’s
fees. During his survey of the nation’s prisons, he
also visited the prison hulks at Woolrich, which

were ships that had been pressed into convict
service in 1776 as a “temporary expedient” after
transportation to America ceased. Despite Howard’s
criticisms, the “temporary” use of the hulks as
places of confinement supplying convict labor for
the docks lasted until 1857.
Largely in response to Howard’s exposé of
prison conditions, England passed the 1779
Penitentiary Act. This act called for the construction
of penitentiaries in each of the home counties,
based on the principles of solitary confinement,
religious instruction, and hard labor.
Millbank Prison, Britain’s first vaunted national
“penitentiary house,” arose on the swampy banks of
the Thames. In it, 1,200 convicts were to be housed
in cells in six massive pentagons surrounding a central chapel rotunda. Though it was initially hailed as
a humane and scientific experiment in the Christian
redemptive value of hard labor in separate confinement, Millbank ultimately proved to be a failure.
Inadequate pay rendered staff unreliable and hard to
recruit, while small cells, built in a confusing maze
made for unhealthy inmates, particularly when
combined with a medically determined near-starvation diet, made inmates difficult to control. Begun
in 1812 at the cost of nearly half a million pounds,
and opened in 1816, Millbank had closed by 1844.
Despite such initial setbacks in the design and
running of penitentiaries, the movement for penal
reform continued in England, and extended to the
Continent as well as to the United States.
COLONIAL AND REPUBLICAN AMERICA
Like their counterparts in Britain, during the 17th
and 18th centuries American colonists punished a
wide range of conduct in a variety of ways, including fines, whippings, public shaming, banishment,
and public execution. Influenced by Calvinism, the
colonists believed that humankind was plagued by
original sin that could not be corrected or rehabilitated. However, in some of the smaller, more intimate communities, offenders were viewed merely
as wayward neighbors who could, through the use
of the pillory and stocks, be cured through reintegrative shaming. If someone reoffended or committed a serious offense, they would be punished
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harshly. Sanctions included public whipping and
banishment and public executions.
Though for all of the colonies, as in England,
public executions retained their central role, there was
some variation in what conducts were proscribed and
how they were punished. Thus for example, under
Penn’s “Great Law,” Pennsylvania mandated hard
labor in houses of correction for most offenses, while
at the same time in New York about 20% of all
offenses, including picking pockets, burglary, robbery, and horse stealing, were punishable by death.
The American Revolution and the repudiation
of British rule brought about a reconsideration of the
legacy of British justice. Deeply influenced by
Enlightenment thinkers, and particularly by Beccaria’s
argument against the use of the death penalty, key
reformers like Benjamin Rush in Pennsylvania and
Thomas Eddy in New York advocated the deterrent
use of incarceration. By 1820, almost all the new
states had limited the use of the death penalty to firstdegree murder or other serious crimes. In turn, following Pennsylvania’s experiment in the Walnut Street
Jail, most of the states, almost as their first public act,
built state prisons with incarceration at hard labor as
their primary punishment for crime.
As with the first penitentiaries in Europe, these
early U.S. prisons were harsh and brutal places. Some,
such as Newgate Prison in Connecticut, built in the
1770s, used an underground rock cavern that paralleled conditions in the ancient Roman Mamertine
Prison. Repeating the troubles of the earlier houses of
correction, inmates in the early state prisons were
often inadequately supervised in overcrowded conditions. These prisons frequently spread disease and
death but did little to deter crime in the new republic.
THE PENNSYLVANIA SYSTEM
Reflecting the same concerns that had influenced
individuals like John Howard in England, reform
groups lobbied for solitary confinement. One such
influential group was the Philadelphia Society for
Alleviating the Miseries of Public Prisons (1787).
Following Howard’s principles, the Philadelphia
Society persuaded the Pennsylvania Legislature to
authorize the construction of penal facilities that
were based on a particular model of governance

known as the Pennsylvania system. This system, as
summarized by a contemporary, Robert Vaux, was
based on five principles: (1) prisoners should not be
treated with malice, their suffering should work to
change their ways; (2) further corruption, or infection, within the prison can be prevented through
solitary confinement; (3) solitary confinement can
achieve penitence and repentance of the offender;
(4) solitary confinement was a true punishment
since people are social beings; and (5) solitary confinement was cost effective because it would not
take long under isolation for inmates to become
rehabilitated and fewer guards would be needed for
their supervision.
The “separate system” was first implemented in
Philadelphia in 1790, when part of the Walnut Street
Jail was reconstructed into a penitentiary. Thirty-six
solitary confinement cells were built for serious
offenders. The policies of solitary confinement and
mandatory labor implemented within the jail were
designed to instill discipline and self-control.
However, it soon became clear that this separate system was terribly expensive. The labor engaged in by
the inmates did not cover the costs of the upkeep
of the jail. Furthermore, overcrowding did not allow
the administration to isolate inmates. Too many
inmates spent time in idle waste so as to make the
system virtually ineffective. In the end, the administration returned to hard convict labor and physical
punishment in order to maintain control.
Despite the failures at the Walnut Street Jail,
the state of Pennsylvania continued to experiment
with the separate system, opening the Western
Penitentiary in Pittsburgh in 1821 and in 1829 the
Eastern Penitentiary in Philadelphia. Like the
Walnut Street Jail, these prisons held inmates in isolation to work, read the Bible, reflect on their sins,
and follow a code of silence. Cells were slightly
larger than the typical cell of the day, and only a
small amount of light shone within. Like the earlier
Walnut Street Jail, by the 1860s overcrowding in
the Eastern Penitentiary did not allow for solitary
confinement. Once again, prison administrators
returned to the old habits of leasing out convict
labor and physically punishing rule breakers in
order to maintain control. By 1833, the Western
Penitentiary closed its doors.
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THE AUBURN SYSTEM
While Pennsylvanian prison reformers advocated that
prisoners should be held in solitary confinement for
the duration of their sentence, New York prison
reformers believed that inmates should labor together
in order to minimize operating costs. The Auburn
system, or the “congregate system,” as it was called,
held its inmates in solitary confinement only at night
to allow them to contemplate on their sins but
required that they labor in group workshops, engaging in factory-like labor. All activities followed strict
schedules. Inmates were held to a code of silence
from the moment they entered the prison to the
moment they exited. In order to control movement,
inmates were required to move in unison and in
lockstep. During meals inmates sat backs straight,
face to back. They were not allowed even eye contact with another inmate at any time. Each inmate
wore a striped uniform. As informed upon their
entrance to the prison, inmates for all intents and
purposes were considered dead to the outside world.
However, as with the other prison reforms, overcrowding, budget concerns, and politics took over the
administration of the Auburn Penitentiary. Soon
inmate were housed two to three to a cell, segregation by offense or sex became impossible, and discipline was achieved through floggings, as in the past.
While the congregate system was cheaper than the
separate system, it still proved to be too expensive.

States also developed complex convict leasing
schemes, where offenders were imprisoned in
“portable prisons on wheels” as they labored for the
state or for private entrepreneurs building roads,
picking cotton, mining, or performing numerous
other tasks to rebuild the shattered infrastructures of
the South.
THE CINCINNATI
DECLARATION OF PRINCIPLES
In 1870, the National Prison Association (now called
the American Correctional Association) met in
Cincinnati in order to address the harsh conditions of
prisons throughout the country. The result of this
meeting was the Declaration of Principles that set out
a series of standards by which prisons should be
governed. Most notably, the organization called
for rehabilitation to become the primary purpose of
the prison. The National Prison Association also
declared that rehabilitation of the inmate should be
achieved within the prison walls. Furthermore, time
lapsed should no longer be the standard by which
rehabilitation was determined. In essence, the
Declaration of Principles called for the abolition of
fixed sentences to be replaced by indeterminate sentences. In this way, the inmate had to prove he or she
was rehabilitated before being released back into
society.
THE ELMIRA REFORMATORY

THE SOUTH
Though U.S. prison history is usually characterized
as a battle between the Auburn and Pennsylvanian
systems, it is important to realize that both of these
models initially only influenced penal policy in the
northern states. Life was very different in the South.
Under slavery there were very few penitentiaries,
and those that existed held only a handful of white
offenders. South Carolina, for example, did not
have a penitentiary until the late 1860s.
Following the Civil War and the abolition of slavery, southern prisons virtually doubled their inmate
population as former slaves convicted under the
notorious Black Acts were placed in prison or on
chain gangs for any number of minor offenses.

The Elmira Reformatory, built in 1876, was the first
prison to implement the Declaration of Principles
set forth by the National Prison Association. Under
the administration of Zebulon Brockway, the Elmira
Reformatory sought to identify and treat the root
causes of the individual’s criminality. Believing in
hard work as well as education, Brockway implemented a rigid program of work during the day and
academic, vocational, and moral training during the
evening. This program rested on a “mark” system of
classification, based on earlier practices at Norfolk
Island in Australia and in Ireland.
According to the mark system, an inmate could
be placed in any one of three grades depending on
his work and academic activities and behavior
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within the reformatory. Inmates entered the Elmira
Reformatory at grade two. If they earned nine marks
a month for six months, they could move up to grade
one, which was the grade required for release.
However, if the inmate did not cooperate in his rehabilitation or violated rules, he was demoted to grade
three. The inmate had to cooperate for three months
before he could be considered for a higher grade.
This classification system placed rehabilitation in
the hands of the inmate.
PROGRESSIVE REFORMS:
REHABILITATION AND
THE MEDICAL MODEL
During the Progressive Era (1900–1930), prison
reformers introduced many practices that remain
today, including probation, parole, indeterminate
sentences, the presentence report, treatment programs, and classification systems designed to identify the rehabilitative progressive of the inmate. The
code of silence was eliminated, as were the lockstep
and the separate system.
Progressive reformers believed in the medical
model. They proposed that criminality was caused
by individual social, biological, and psychological
deficiencies. Hence the diseased inmate could be
diagnosed and treated. The medical model ushered
in a deepening reliance on indeterminate sentences; inmates were not released until the prison
staff, often a social worker or psychologist, determined that they were cured. After World War II,
new forms of treatment were introduced, such
as group therapy, behavior modification, and
counseling.
By the 1970s, the rehabilitation and medical
models were losing favor. Rising crime, large-scale
prison riots, and the publication of an influential
article in 1974 by Robert Martinson that claimed
that “nothing works” all contributed to a shift in
penal policy. Liberal reformers began to call for the
abolition of indeterminate sentencing and the reenactment of determinate sentencing in order to reduce
the inconsistencies that had come to plague the
penal system. Conservation reformers also lobbied
to a return to determinate sentencing, arguing that
the system was too lenient. Conservative reformers

won the debate, ushering in a “get tough” on crime
philosophy that resulted in habitual offender laws
(i.e., three-strikes laws and sex offender laws), mandatory minimums, the reinstitution of the chain gang,
and cuts in educational programs.
WOMEN’S PRISONS
Though much of prison reform in America,
England, and Europe focused on the imprisonment
of the male inmate, female inmates did get some
attention. In the early 19th century, for example,
fellow nonconformist Elizabeth Fry took over the
mantle of John Howard. Unlike Howard, however,
she mainly focused on the treatment of women. Fry
in 1813 visited and publicized the disorderly conditions for women imprisoned at Newgate Prison in
London. Confident of the role of faith, she taught
and preached to the women and spoke and wrote
widely, including her influential Observations on
the Siting, Superintendence and Government of
Female Prisoners, published in 1827. She stressed
the need for the separation of women and children
from male inmates, female prisons administered
and staffed by women, and a focus on the needs of
women for education and discipline. Quaker belief
in the value of voluntary public action not only to
curb abuse but to propose new reforms was instrumental in founding the Society for the Improvement
of Prison Discipline in 1816, as well as stimulating
women’s prison associations.
In the United States, influenced by the work of
Elizabeth Fry, the Women’s Prison Association
formed in New York in 1844 to improve the treatment of women and to separate them from men.
The separation of female inmates was thought necessary because women were more delicate than
men, had special needs including familial responsibilities, and were often victims of male inmates and
guards. Though some, like Elizabeth Farnham, head
matron of the women’s wing at Sing Sing (1844–
1848), attempted to improve conditions for female
inmates fairly early in U.S. penal history, it was not
until 1873 that the first female-run prison was
opened in Indiana. In 1927, the federal government
opened its first women’s prison in Alderson, West
Virginia.
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CONCLUSION
These days, imprisonment has become an increasingly common method of punishment for all sorts
of offenders in the United States. Though it has
only been used as a punishment in its own right for
little more than 200 years, the prison seems to be
unassailable. Looking at the history of the development of this institution reminds us not only that it is
of relatively recent origin, but also that many practices have been tried before and failed. Thus, as the
nation turns to ever greater reliance on solitary confinement in supermaximum-secure prisons like
Pelican Bay State Prison in California and ADX
Florence in Colorado, we might do well to remember the failures of the Pennsylvania system and its
concurrent expense.
—Venessa Garcia
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HISTORY OF
RELIGION IN PRISON
“Sin No More,” the motto of the New York Prison
Association, founded in 1844 and still active as the
Correctional Association of New York, evocatively
illustrates the religious origins and concepts that
laid the foundation of the modern prison. An individual could redeem his or her sin through punishment. Although secular society institutionalized the
criminal justice system, religion and religious discourse, whether sincere or formalist, has remained
a key part of the correctional realm.
PENITENTIARY
The belief that it was possible to absolve sin
through penance was the guiding principle of the
early religious prisons and the origin of the term
penitentiary. Jean Mabillon, a 17th-century French
Benedictine monk, was the first to make use of the
term penitentiary to designate the monastic prison
in which the inmate was to spend his sentence for
self-reform through spiritual contemplation and
work in silence. Many of the early penitentiary
practices, such as flogging and solitary confinement, were used in these religious prisons.
Quakers were the first to advocate prison reform
in the United States based on religious principles.
In 1787, the Philadelphia Quakers founded the
Philadelphia Society for Alleviating the Miseries
of Public Prisons. Philadelphia’s Walnut Street Jail
opened in 1790 where religious services were an
integral part of the program for prisoners. Although
a number of states built prisons on this model, by
the early 19th century atrocious conditions, including overcrowding and congregate living arrangements, prompted reformers to look to new methods
and models of confinement. The modern penitentiary was born with the Eastern State Penitentiary
in Philadelphia (1829) and the Auburn Prison in
New York (1819). Both prisons originally made use
of solitary confinement for prisoners and were
directed by rigid moralists and religious disciplinarians. Throughout the 19th century, most wardens
of these prisons manifested at least outwardly a

