
27CHAPTER 2  •  Early Corrections

The irony is that as outsiders and social critics, Beaumont and 
Tocqueville could so clearly see what others, namely Americans, 
who were thought to have “invented prisons” and who worked 
in them, were blind to. In this chapter, we will try to “see”  
what those early French visitors observed about Western—and 
specifically American—correctional operations.

Few visitors to the United States—or residents for that matter—
explored or commented on the early correctional experience for 
women, Dorothea Dix being a notable exception. (There will 
be more about her and her observations about the state of cor-
rections in 1845 in Chapter 3). Yet some of the themes that run 
through the practice of corrections apply to women and girls as 
well—but with a twist. Women have always represented only a 
small fraction of the correctional population in both prisons and 
jails, and the history of their experience with incarceration, as 
shaped by societal expectations of and for them, can be wholly 
different from that of men. As literal outsiders to what was the 
“norm” for inmates of prisons and jails and as a group whose 
rights and abilities were legally and socially controlled on the 
outside more than that of men and boys, women’s experience 
in corrections history is worth studying and will be more fully 
explored in Chapter 11.

What is clear from the Western history of corrections is that 
what was intended when prisons, jails, and reformatories 
were conceived and how they actually operated, then and 
now, were and are often two very different things (Rothman, 
1980). As social critics ourselves, we can use the history of corrections to identify a series 
of “themes” that run through correctional practice, even up to today. Such themes will 
reinforce the tried, yet true, maxim, “Those who cannot remember the past are con-
demned to repeat it” (Santayana, 1905, p. 284). Too often, we do not know or understand 
our history of corrections, and as a consequence, we are forever repeating it.

FIGURE 2.1    Key Events in Corrections: Ancient Times to 1789 A.D.

PHOTO 2.1: In 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville, as a 26-year-old 
French magistrate, brought along his friend Gustave de 
Beaumont to study America’s newly minted prisons.
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 Ancient Times
Ancient Egyptian, Grecian,
and Roman jails existed as
the �rst type of correctional
facility; both major and minor
crimes could be punished
severely

Middle Ages
(�fth to the 15th century):
Early forms of jails and prisons
existed in sheriffs’ houses (jails),
castle keeps, dungeons,
and monasteries

1080 A.D.
The White Tower
was completed
inside the Tower
of London

1606 A.D.
First of�cial American
Jail built in Jamestown,
Virginia

1692 A.D.
William Penn instituted
his Great Law, which
de-emphasized the
use of corporal and
capital punishment

1773 A.D.
Newgate Prison in
Simsbury, Connecticut,
opened

1775 A.D.
John Howard wrote
The State of the
Prisons in England
and Wales, With
Preliminary Observations,
and an Account of Some
Foreign Prisons, advocating
for prison reform

1789 A.D.
Jeremy Bentham proposed
the building of a special
type of prison, the panopticon

1764 A.D.
Cesare Beccaria
wrote On Crimes
and Punishments
proposing that
punishment
should be swift,
appropriately severe,
and certain 

1553 A.D.
First bridewell, or
workhouse and
poorhouse, developed
in England

1607 A.D.
Transportation �rst
used as a correctional
sanction
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Fifth century
Galley slavery was used by
seafaring nations until the
18th century
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