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Prison Reform 19th Century-Reading and Comprehension 
 

Directions: The class will read the following information and answer the comprehension 
questions that follow. 
 
 
The pretty woman who stood before the all-male audience seemed unlikely to provoke 
controversy. Tiny and timid, she rose to the platform of the Massachusetts Legislature 
to speak. Those who had underestimated the determination and dedication of DOROTHEA 

DIX, however, were brought to attention when they heard her say that the sick and 
insane were "confined in this Commonwealth in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, pens! 
Chained, beaten with rods, lashed into obedience." Thus, her crusade for humane 
hospitals for the insane, which she began in 1841, was reaching a climax. After touring 
prisons, workhouses, almshouses, and private homes to gather evidence of appalling 
abuses, she made her case for state-supported care. Ultimately, she not only helped 
establish five hospitals in America, but also went to Europe where she successfully 
pleaded for human rights to Queen Victoria and the Pope. 
 
The year 1841 also marked the beginning of the superintendence of DR. JOHN GALT at 
EASTERN LUNATIC ASYLUM, in Williamsburg, Virginia, the first publicly supported 
PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL in America. Warehousing of the sick was primary; their care was 
not. Dr. Galt had many revolutionary ideas about treating the insane, based on his 
conviction that they had dignity. Among his enlightened approaches were the use of 
drugs, the introduction of "TALK THERAPY" and advocating outplacement rather than 
lifelong stays. 

In addition to the problems in asylums, prisons were filled to overflowing with everyone 
who gave offense to society from committing murder to spitting on the street. Men, 
women, children were thrown together in the most atrocious conditions. Something 
needed to be done — but what? 

After the War of 1812, reformers from Boston and New York began a crusade to 
remove children from jails into JUVENILE DETENTION CENTERS. But the larger controversy 
continued over the purpose of prison — was it for punishment or penitence? In 1821, a 
disaster occurred in AUBURN PRISON that shocked even the governor into pardoning 
hardened criminals. After being locked down in solitary, many of the eighty men 
committed suicide or had mental breakdowns. Auburn reverted to a strict disciplinary 
approach. The champion of discipline and first national figure in PRISON REFORM was 
LOUIS DWIGHT. founder of the BOSTON PRISON DISCIPLINE SOCIETY, he spread the 
Auburn system throughout America's jails and added salvation and Sabbath School to 
further penitence. 



After several bad starts, America finally enjoyed about a decade of real reform. 
Idealism, plus hope in the perfectibility of institutions, spurred a new generation of 
leaders including FRANCIS LIEBER, SAMUEL GRIDLEY HOWE and the peerless Dix. Their 
goals were prison libraries, basic literacy (for Bible reading), reduction of whipping and 
beating, commutation of sentences, and separation of women, children and the sick. 

By 1835, America was considered to have two of the "best" prisons in the world in 
Pennsylvania. Astonishingly, reformers from Europe looked to the new nation as a 
model for building, utilizing and improving their own systems. Advocates for prisoners 
believed that deviants could change and that a prison stay could have a positive effect. 
It was a revolutionary idea in the beginning of the 19th century that society rather than 
individuals had the responsibility for criminal activity and had the duty to treat 
neglected children and rehabilitate alcoholics. 

In reality it became clear that, despite intervention by outsiders, prisoners were often 
no better off, and often worse off, for their incarceration. Yet, in keeping with the 
optimistic spirit of the era, these early REFORMERS had only begun a crusade to alleviate 
human suffering that continues today. 

Comprehension Questions 

 

1. Who was Dorthea Dix and what did she accomplish concerning mental 
health/prison reform? 

 

 

 

 

2. What was the main problems with the prison system in the America dueing the 
19th century? 

 

 

 

 

3. How were the prisoners in the Auburn penitentiary during in the early 1800’s? 

 

 

 



 

4. What did the advocates of prison believe a prison stay could do for prisoners? 

 

 

 

 

5. What was the believe that prison reform could bring to society and what was the 
reality that prison reform brought to the prisoners? 

 

 



Name_____________________      Date_____________ 
Women’s  Rights Timeline 

 
 

1839 The first state (Mississippi) grants women the right to hold property in their own 
name, with their husbands’ permission. 
 
1848 At Seneca Falls, New York, 300 women and men sign the Declaration of 
Sentiments, a plea for the end of discrimination against women in all spheres of society. 
 
1855 In Missouri v. Celia, a Slave, a Black woman is declared to be property without a 
right to defend herself against a master’s act of rape. 
 
1866 The 14th Amendment is passed by Congress (ratified by the states in 1868), 
saying “Representatives shall be apportioned among the several States according to 
their respective members, counting the whole number of persons in each State, 
excluding Indians not taxed. . . .But when the right to vote . . .is denied to any of the 
male inhabitants of such State . . . the basis of representation therein shall be reduced 
in proportion.” It is the first time “citizens” and “voters” are defined as “male” in the 
Constitution. 
 
1869 The first woman suffrage law in the U.S. is passed in the territory of Wyoming. 
 
1870 The 15th Amendment receives final ratification, saying, “The right of citizens of the 
United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any 
State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” By its text, women 
are not specifically excluded from the vote. 
 
1870 The first sexually integrated grand jury hears cases in Cheyenne, Wyoming. The 
chief justice stops a motion to prohibit the integration of the jury, stating: “It seems to be 
eminently proper for women to sit upon Grand Juries, which will give them the best 
possible opportunities to aid in suppressing the dens of infamy which curse the country.” 
 
1873 Bradwell v. Illinois, 83 U.S. 130 (1872): The U.S. Supreme Court rules that a state 
has the right to exclude a married woman (Myra Colby Bradwell) from practicing law. 
 
1875 Minor v Happersett, 88 U.S. 162 (1875): The U.S. Supreme Court declares that 
despite the privileges and immunities clause, a state can prohibit a woman from voting. 
The court declares women as “persons,” but holds that they constitute a “special 
category of _nonvoting_ citizens.” 
 



1879 Through special Congressional legislation, Belva Lockwood becomes first woman 
admitted to try a case before the Supreme Court. 
 
1890 The first state (Wyoming) grants women the right to vote in all elections. 

 
1900 By now, every state has passed legislation modeled after New York’s Married 
Women’s Property Act (1848), granting married women some control over their property 
and earnings. 

Timeline Activity 
Directions: Read all women rights timeline events. You will then be required to 
create two lists. The first list will require you to pick three timeline events that 
helped women gain more rights. The second list will require you to pick three 
timeline that did NOT help women gain more rights. 
 
Positive timeline events 
1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
3. 
 
 
 
Negative timeline events 
1. 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
3. 
 

 
 

 



 


