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3.	 You must always take off your cap, when speaking 
to an officer, or when an officer speaks to you.

4.	 You must call no convict “Mr.”

Frequently afterwards, we were checked for applying 
Mr. to a convict.

(This is the real-world narrative of what happened 
when three men were first placed in the Missouri State 
Prison for helping slaves escape via the Underground 
Railroad. This account of how they were treated that 
first night is by George Thompson [1847, pp. 132–133], 
from his book Prison Life and Reflections.)

  INTRODUCTION: THE EVOLVING  
PRACTICE OF CORRECTIONS
The history of corrections is riddled with the best of intentions and the worst of abuses. 
Correctional practices and facilities (e.g., galley slavery, transportation, jails and prisons, 
and community corrections) were created, in part, to remove the “riffraff”—both poor 
and criminal—from urban streets or at least to control and shape them. Prisons and 
community corrections were also created to avoid the use of more violent or coercive 
responses to such folk. In this chapter and the next, the focus is on exploring the history 
of the Western world’s correctional operations and then American corrections specifi-
cally and the recurring themes that run through this history and define it.

It is somewhat ironic that one of the best early analyses of themes and practices in Ameri-
can prisons and jails was completed by two French visitors to the United States—Gustave 
de Beaumont and Alexis de Tocqueville—who experienced the virtual birthing of pris-
ons themselves while the country was in its relative infancy, in 1831 (Beaumont & Toc-
queville, 1833/1964). Tocqueville, as a 26-year-old French magistrate, brought along his 
friend Beaumont, supposedly to study America’s newly minted prisons for nine months. 
They ended up also observing the workings of its law, its government and political system, 
and its race relations, among other things (Damrosch, 2010; Tocqueville, 1835/2004). 

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