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INTRODUCTION





  by Larry E. Sullivan, Ph.D.




  Prisons will be with us as long as we have social enemies. We will punish them for acts that we consider criminal, and we will confine them in institutions.




  Prisons have a long history, one that fits very nicely in the religious context of sin, evil, guilt, and expiation. In fact, the motto of one of the first prison reform organizations was “Sin no more.” Placing offenders in prison was, for most of the history of the prison, a ritual for redemption through incarceration; hence the language of punishment takes on a very theological cast. The word “penitentiary” itself comes from the religious concept of penance. When we discuss prisons, we are dealing not only with the law but with very strong emotions and reactions to acts that range from minor or misdemeanor crimes to major felonies like murder and rape.




  Prisons also reflect the level of the civilizing process through which a culture travels, and it tells us much about how we treat our fellow human beings. The great nineteenth-century Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky, who was a political prisoner, remarked, “The degree of civilization in a society can be measured by observing its prisoners.” Similarly, Winston Churchill, the great British prime minister during World War II, said that the “treatment of crime and criminals is one of the most unfailing tests of civilization of any country.”




  Since the very beginnings of the American Republic, we have attempted to improve and reform the way we imprison criminals. For much of the history of the American prison, we tried to rehabilitate or modify the criminal behavior of offenders through a variety of treatment programs. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, politicians and citizens alike realized that this attempt had failed, and we began passing stricter laws, imprisoning people for longer terms and building more prisons. This movement has taken a great toll on society. Approximately two million people are behind bars today. This movement has led to the overcrowding of prisons, worse living conditions, fewer educational programs, and severe budgetary problems. There is also a significant social cost, since imprisonment splits families and contributes to a cycle of crime, violence, drug addiction, and poverty.




  All these are reasons why this series on incarceration issues is extremely important for understanding the history and culture of the United States. Readers will learn all facets of punishment: its history; the attempts to rehabilitate offenders; the increasing number of women and juveniles in prison; the inequality of sentencing among the races; attempts to find alternatives to incarceration; the high cost, both economically and morally, of imprisonment; and other equally important issues. These books teach us the importance of understanding that the prison system affects more people in the United States than any institution, other than our schools.
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CHAPTER 1





  A BRIEF HISTORY OF JUVENILE JUSTICE




  Elizabeth Fry’s friends begged her not to go. The prison had a terrible reputation: female prisoners would rip the clothes off visitors’ backs, take any valuables, and hurl verbal abuse. It was 1812, and though Newgate Prison was one of the most infamous of its day, Elizabeth was not put off by her friends’ fears. A deeply religious Quaker, she felt compelled to go. “Hath not the Lord commanded us to remember those in prison?” she asked. So she entered Newgate, refusing even to take off her watch.




  Nothing could have prepared Elizabeth for what she saw. Hundreds of drunken women dressed in rags were crammed into four crowded rooms, prostitutes, thieves, and innocent people together, all waiting for their trials. Children whose only crime was that they had nowhere else to go were mixed in with the adults.




  Elizabeth Fry got to work, and spent the rest of her life diligently working to better the lives of Newgate’s inmates. The prison became so extraordinary that world leaders heard of it and came to consult with her. Elizabeth became a philanthropist known for her prison and social reforms.




  Until the twentieth century, societies judged juvenile offenders the same way they judged adult offenders. In Canada and the United States, as in much of the world, society viewed children as little adults. Punishments were very harsh for youths who committed crimes; many minor crimes were even punishable by death. It was not until the nineteenth century that attitudes began to change and soften as people began to realize that children had special needs. In the 150 years since then, there have been many important changes in juvenile incarceration.




  THE CANADIAN JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM




  According to the Department of Justice Canada (DJC) Web site, the first effort in Canada to separate juvenile offenders from adult criminals occurred in 1858 when two reformatories were established on the Georgian Bay. One reformatory was at Isle-aux-Noix on the Richelieu River to serve eastern Canada; one at Penetanguishene served western Canada.




  Both institutions had problems from the beginning. The facilities were old army barracks dating from the War of 1812, and authorities allowed too large of an age range of youths (up to age twenty-four) to be incarcerated in the institutions. There were no training programs, no discipline, and many escapes. Both centers ran on the principles of work and punishment instead of rehabilitation, so the institutions did nothing to educate or reform youths.




  

    [image: ]



    In the early nineteenth century, Elizabeth Fry worked hard to improve prison conditions.
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    This early juvenile reformatory was in Rochester, New York.


  




  Juvenile offenders were also held under horrendous conditions at jails. An inspector reported in 1865 of a Montreal jail, “One is horror stricken at seeing little boys in rags and older offenders in almost a state of nudity, commingling together, with matted hair and countenances bedaubed with filth.” Information like this urged reformers to make changes, and they began to win victories for the cause of juvenile justice.




  A member of the board of inspectors of asylums and prisons, E. A. Meredith, reported in 1862 that imprisoning youths in jails was the total ruin of them. In his opinion, jails were “nurseries of vice and hotbeds of crime,” so Meredith began encouraging the system to place neglected children in youth reformatories to help in the prevention of delinquency. He encouraged reformatories to be places where proper care, training in a trade, and education be given. Prevention was a better way to go, Meredith believed, because it was “more agreeable, more hopeful, more economical, more humane, and more socially responsible.”




  In 1864, a group opened the Halifax Protestant Industrial School. The purpose of the school was to give a home, technical training, and education to homeless and neglected boys on the streets. Although the school’s goal was to prevent juvenile delinquents, the state began sending boys convicted of crimes for rehabilitation. Volunteers ran the school, and the atmosphere was homey, clean, and safe. Discipline was not severe, and the boys had so much freedom they could even leave if they chose. Unfortunately, the school lacked money and had trouble running good programs and getting good staff. The boys often took jobs in town to help the school, and they did most of the maintenance work around the school.
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    Only boys were sent to reformatories like this one, where most of them endured horrendous conditions.


  




  The Halifax school was the beginning of new ideas for juvenile delinquent care across Canada. A middle- and upper-class group called the Child Savers also started promoting new approaches. They helped start free public school education, industrial schools, new progressive laws, and foster-family care.




  

    [image: ]



    The Halifax Protestant Industrial School took in “wayward” boys and educated them in a trade.


  




  The industrial school movement began in Ontario in 1887. These schools emphasized character development, moral training, education, and vocational training. By the end of the 1880s, there were seven schools for boys and girls in the province of Quebec that were some of the best reformatory schools in Canada. At the same time, the Brothers of Charity ran one of the best schools in Montreal, where the Catholic brothers, acting as counselors and teachers, worked side by side with the boys. This school placed great importance on the development of a trade so the boys would be able to support themselves as adults. The school’s leather products had an excellent reputation.




  By 1890, Canada had special courts for juveniles, qualified staff for juvenile schools, limited detention for youths under age fourteen, and indefinite sentences. (If a youth showed great improvement in moral character, he was released before his sentence was completed.)
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