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barbaric system actually increased crime 
in perverse ways. Consider that offenses 
such as thievery and murder carried the 
same penalty—death—making it irratio-
nal to leave a witness when acting as a 
thief. It was during this period of recon-
sideration of punishment that the view of 
jails as actual punishment gained favor. 
Though viewed as punishment, jails and 
prisons offered more humane ways to 
deal with offenders than traditional bru-
tal methods. Leading that charge was 
William Penn and the Quakers, who 
advocated for the abolishment of corpo-
ral punishment. Instead, Penn and the 
Quakers promoted humane imprison-
ment with a focus on rehabilitation of 
the offender. This change in philosophy 
started major changes in the early penal 
system, resulting in the penitentiary. 
Imprisonment as punishment for a crimi-
nal act began in the 1790s in the United 

States. Two approaches emerged that embodied Penn’s philosophy of confinement for crimi-
nals: the Pennsylvania System and the Auburn System. While both penitentiary systems 
were based on the use of incarceration as punishment with the goal of reformation, each did 
so using distinctive approaches.

Pennsylvania System
The Walnut Street Jail in Philadelphia is credited with being the first public institution to use 

imprisonment as the primary means of punishing and reforming criminals. It served as a tradi-
tional holding facility from when it opened in 1773 until it was converted to a prison in 1790. 
Given the conversion, Walnut Street Jail is viewed by many as the first prison in the United States. 
The guiding philosophy—dubbed the Pennsylvania System—of the Walnut Street Jail was that 
isolation and silence were necessary for offenders’ reflection, reformation, and rehabilitation. 
By being incarcerated in small, solitary cells, prisoners could reflect on their wrongdoings and be 
penitent (i.e., feel or show remorse and regret for crimes). It is from this philosophy that the word  
penitentiary emerged.

Later, a new Pennsylvania facility, the Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadelphia, was 
constructed to handle an increasing number of inmates. Like the Walnut Street facility, 
the Eastern State Penitentiary operated under the Pennsylvania System. Inmates ate, slept, 
worked, and studied the Bible in solitary silence. Inmates were not allowed to communicate 
with or see other inmates, they could have no visitors, and they had no access to informa-
tion from news sources. In this system, offenders were blindfolded when moved through 
the facility. Given the lack of interpersonal interaction, this system is also known as the  
separate system. The architecture of the penitentiaries built under the separate system 
reflects its underlying philosophy. These prisons were built in a hub-and-spoke style. The 
center point, the hub, was octagonal with seven spokes radiating from it. Along each spoke 
or corridor were cells, 8 by 12 feet wide and 10 feet tall, with basic amenities. These cells 
were relatively large and facilitated the isolation needed for reformation and penitence. 
The design of the cells was important because inmates served their entire sentences in 
these solitary rooms. Each cell had a peephole so correctional officers could see prison-
ers, but prisoners could not see officers. As more and more individuals were sentenced to 
the penitentiary, it became difficult to maintain the necessary isolation, silence, and dis-
cipline required. It was only when overcrowding became an issue that problems with the 
Pennsylvania System appeared.

Many approaches developed and used in in early prisons continue to be used 

today. Do you believe such approaches including isolation are valuable? Why or 

why not? Do you see a better way to imprison offenders knowing most will be 

returned to society eventually?

penitentiary: A 
correctional facility 
used to imprison 
criminal offenders.

Pennsylvania System: A 
penitentiary system based 
on the guiding philosophy 
that isolation and silence 
are necessary for offender 
reflection, reformation, and 
rehabilitation. Also known 
as the separate system.

Auburn System: A style 
of incarceration based 
on reformation. Inmates 
were housed separately 
and not allowed to 
communicate. During the 
day inmates worked and 
ate in silence. Also known 
as the congregate system.

separate system: 
Another name for the 
Pennsylvania System, 
which reflects the lack of 
interpersonal interaction 
experienced by inmates.
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