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DOCUMENT 6: A Bill for Proportioning Crimes and
Punishments (Thomas Jefferson, 1779)
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By 1779, the first abolitionist rumblir?gs with regard to capitg] i
ishment were Just beginning to make their way to America from Eyrq n.
The European debate OVer capital punishment had been instigateed
primarily by Cesare Beccaria (1738-1794), the jurist son of an Italja,
marquis, in his 1764 book An Essay on Crimes and Punishments, Bec.
caria argued that the death penalty served as an example of barbarit
rather than a deterrent to it, because it sanctioned the taking of humaz

life—the very act it was intended to deter.

As an alternative to capital punishment, Beccaria advocated pro-
portional punishments designed to deter crime—such as a lifetime of
imprisonment and servitude as punishment for murder. He argued that

such punishments not only would serve as a lasting—rather than fleet
ing—example to others, but were in some ways harsher than execution

because of their duration, and thus served as a more effective deterrent
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does not wholly forfiet ’fhe protection of his fellow citizens, but ‘:&}
suffering a punishment n prqportion to his offence is entitled u’) their
protection from all greater pain, so that it becomes a duty in the legis-
lature to arrange in a proper scale the crimes which it may be necessary
for them to repress, and to adjust thereto a corresponding gradation of

punishments. '
And whereas the reformation of offenders, tho' an object worthy the

Jttention of the laws, is not effected at all by capital punishments, which
exterminate instead of reforming, and should be the last melancholy re-
source against those whose existence is become inconsistent with the
safety of their fellow citizens, which also weaken the state by cutting off
so many who, if reformed, might be restored sound members to society,
who, even under a cOurse of correction, might be rendered usetul n
various labors for the public, and would be living and long continues
spectacles to deter others from committing the like offences.

And forasmuch the experience of all ages and countries hath shew
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DOCUMENT 7: The Execution of Hannah Ocuish (1786)
i R

Despite early attempts toward penal reform that began in America
shortly after the Revolution, many executions continued to take pIac’e
under circumstances that would be considered appalling by today s
standards. |
Ihe execution of twelve-year-old Hannah Ocuish, for examplfj’f 1
Wgniicant because of her extreme youth, apparent mental retardation
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punity” (quoted in Streib 1987:75). .

Indeed, Henry Channing, who delivered Hannal's execution ser-
mon, took the oppprtun\ty to send a warning to the youngsters in the
qudience, along with the usual admonition of the condemned.

My Young Friends.

To you the present scene speaks in gtrik'mg language, teaching you the
value of a parent’s tend.er care.—Think not that crimes are peculiar to
the complexion of the prisoner, and that ours is pure from these stains.
Surely an idea so illiberal and contracted cannot find a place in the bre.ast
of a generous youth.——KI}OW, my brothers, that that caske.t, nofthb
standing its colour, contains an immortal soul, a ].ewe.ﬂ of inestimable
value; which, polished by divine grace, woul-d shine in yond.er world
with a glorious lustre: while the Jewel in a brighter casket, being left in
its natural state, would be blackness and darkness forever. . .

There behold, my young brethren, the fate of one, who, with a ?m
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