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  EARLY MODERN PRISONS
THE WALNUT STREET JAIL
The Walnut Street Jail was originally constructed in 1773 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
and operated as a typical local jail of the time: holding pretrial detainees and minor 
offenders; failing to separate by gender, age, or offense; using the fee system, which 
penalized the poor and led to the near starvation of some; and offering better accommo-
dations and even access to liquor and sex to those who could pay for it (Zupan, 1991). 
It was remodeled, however, in 1790 and reconceptualized so that many correctional 
scholars, though not all, regard it as the first prison.

The remodeled cell house was a frame construction and was built for the inmates of the 
“prison” section of the jail, with separate cells for each inmate. Based on the reforms that 
John Howard (and later Bentham and Fry) had envisioned for English and European 
jails, several reforms were instituted in this prison: The fee system was dropped, inmates 
were adequately clothed and fed regardless of their ability to pay, and they were separated 
by gender and offense. Children were not incarcerated in the prison, and debtors were 
separated from convicted felons. Though inmates were to live in isolated cells (to avoid 
“contaminating” each other), some work requirements brought them together. In addition, 
medical care was provided, and attendance at religious services was required. The avail-
ability of alcohol and access to members of the opposite sex and prostitutes was stopped.

The impetus for this philosophical change came from the reform efforts of the Philadel-
phia Society for Alleviating the Miseries of Public Prisons (or the Philadelphia Prison 
Society, currently known as the Pennsylvania Prison Society), led by Dr. Benjamin Rush, 
who was a physician, reformer, statesman, and a signatory of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. Rush agitated for laws to improve the jail’s conditions of confinement and a dif-
ferent belief about correctional institutions—namely, that they could be used to reform 
their inmates (Nagel, 1973; J. W. Roberts, 1997). Ideally, the Walnut Street Jail (prison) 
was to operate based on the religious beliefs of the Quakers, with their emphasis on the 
reflective study of the Bible and abhorrence of violence, which was so prevalent in other 

FIGURE 3.1    Key Events in Corrections: 1790 to the Present Day
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