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Prisoners and Beggars 
Quantitative Data on Imprisonment in 

Holland and Hamburg, 1597-1752 

Pieter Spierenburg* 

Abs t rac t : This art icle discusses quant i t a t ive evidence on 
the inmates of p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s . I t e laborates on t he 
au tho r ' s earl ier work which showed that i m p r i s o n m e n t , 
originally p l anned to solve p rob l ems of begging and 
vagrancy, played an increas ingly i m p o r t a n t role in t he 
penal system d u r i n g the 17th and 18th cen tur ies and 
tha t c o n t e m p o r a r i e s viewed the ideal pr ison c o m m u n i t y 
as a k ind of family or househo ld . T h e quan t i t a t ive evi
dence from ent ry books is used to answer t h r ee que
st ions fol lowing f rom these observa t ions . They refer to 
the i m p r i s o n m e n t of beggars d u r i n g the early years , t he 
identi ty of impr i soned convic ts a n d the economic con
t r ibu t ion of i nma tes . T h e ar t icle a r r ives at the fol lowing 
conclus ions : p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s played jus t a m a r g i n a l 
role in the repress ion of begging a n d vagrancy. Conv ic t s 
selected for i m p r i s o n m e n t in Ho l l and resembled t h e ge
neral c r imina l popu la t ion , whi le in H a m b u r g most of 
the inma tes were pros t i tu tes . An analysis of pr ison 
t e r m s reveals tha t i nma te s were not valued p r imar i ly 
for the i r labor power . ( l ) 

Mos t historical s tudies of c r imina l jus t ice focus e i theron the behav io r 
wh ich caused par t icu lar pe r sons to be taken to trial or on t he a t t i tudes a n d 
policies of the agents of repress ion. If an invest igator t akes t h e first as his 
subject , t he a t t empt at a quan t i t a t ive analysis presents t he biggest pro
b lems . A m o n g the finest examples of solving such p r o b l e m s a r e Ga t re l l ' s 
s tudy of t he decl ine of theft a n d v io lence in Victorian E n g l a n d a n d Hay 's 
ar t ic le on t h e r e l a t ionsh ip be tween ' app rop r i a t i on ' a n d dea r th a n d the af
t e r m a t h of war.(2) In t he N e t h e r l a n d s , H e r m a n Diede r ik s has been act ive 
in t he field of quan t i t a t ive analys is of cr iminal i ty . (3) C o u n t s of punish-

* Address all c o m m u n i c a t i o n s to Pie ter Sp ie renburg , D e p a r t m e n t of Hi
story, E r a s m u s Univers i ty R o t t e r d a m , Pos tbus 1738g, 3000 R o t t e r d a m , 
N e t h e r l a n d s . 
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m e n t s present fewer difficulties as a rule, since there is usually no da rk 
n u m b e r . ( 4 ) P r o b l e m s can still arise, however , if a scholar a t t empts to in
t e rp re t differences in penal practice between var ious cour ts . T h e r e is one 
e l e m e n t which the two approaches have in c o m m o n : they are both based 
on cour t records . 

T h e analysis in this art icle is based on a n o t h e r type of source: pr ison 
records , in par t icu lar those which I t e rm ent ry books . An ent ry book re
co rds ind iv idua l p r i soners f rom the m o m e n t when they were commi t ted to 
t h e pr i son unt i l t he m o m e n t w h e n they left it, regardless of which court or 
agency c o n d e m n e d t h e m to the i r stay. Ra the r than the sen tenc ing policies 
of a par t i cu la r ju r i sd ic t ion , this type of source reflects the fate of the in
m a t e s of a par t icu lar ins t i tu t ion. For the early m o d e r n period, hard ly any 
w o r k has been d o n e on en t ry books . T h e only parallel which comes to 
m i n d is Zysberg 's s tudy of the records of the admin i s t r a t ion of the galleys 
at Marse i l le f rom 1680 unt i l 1748.(5) These records also deal with indivi
dua l convic ts f rom the m o m e n t they ar r ived a t their place of p u n i s h m e n t 
unt i l t h e m o m e n t they left it. But of course they refer to a type of bondage 
o t h e r t h a n i m p r i s o n m e n t . T h e latter is my subject and I will concent ra te 
on t w o a reas w h e r e t he classic mode l of the p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e ( t u c h t h u i s / 
Z u c h t h a u s ) was first developed: Hol land and the Hansea t i c region; in par
t i cu la r t he towns of A m s t e r d a m , Delft and H a m b u r g . 

T h i s research forms par t of a larger project , dea l ing wi th i m p r i s o n m e n t 
f rom t h e late s ixteenth cen tury unti l t he beg inn ing of the n ine teen th . My 
m a j o r con ten t ion , t ak ing issue with such a u t h o r s as Foucaul t , i s tha t the 
h is tory of penal systems a n d repression is character ized by l o n g - t e r m pro
cesses r a the r than sudden t r ans fo rmat ions . T h e e lements of publici ty a n d 
t h e infl iction of pain u n d e r w e n t a gradual decl ine in several phases . Th i s 
can be d e m o n s t r a t e d wi th reference to va r ious areas wi th in the repression 
sys tem. T h e thea te r of corpora l and capital p u n i s h m e n t s , for example , be
c a m e m o r e sober d u r i n g t h e seventeenth and e ighteenth cen tur ies a l ready. 
In t h e D u t c h Repub l i c th is was manifest in deve lopmen t s such as the 
d i s appea rance of ser ious fo rms of mut i la t ion in the first half of the seven
t een th cen tu ry a n d the shift f rom p e r m a n e n t s tone to r emovab le wooden 
scaffolds a r o u n d 1700.(6) As far as i m p r i s o n m e n t is concerned , a proces
sual perspect ive enables us to acknowledge tha t its rise did not take place 
as late as t h e n ine t een th century , as is often argued. T h e beg inn ings of t he 
p r i son m o v e m e n t were a m u c h earl ier deve lopmen t and convicts , too, were 
sen tenced to i m p r i s o n m e n t on a m o r e t han occasional scale long before 
1800. T h e analysis based on th is observat ion is m e a n t to ove rcome Fou
caul t ' s s t ruc tura l i sm a n d to con t r ibu te instead to a deve lopmenta l and fi
gu ra t iona l app roach as advocated by N o r b e r t Elias. 

S ince this art icle touches on only a par t of t h e deve lopmen ta l perspec
t ive, I shou ld briefly m e n t i o n the ma in empir ica l data on which it is based. 
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Pr i sons , as opposed to ja i ls for deb to rs or pe rsons u n d e r trial, we re first 
es tabl ished in Eng land in the second half of the s ix teenth century . T h e 
pr ison m o v e m e n t gained m o m e n t u m in the Du tch Repub l i c a r o u n d 1600, 
f rom w h e r e i t spread to the Sou the rn Netherlands, the H a n s e region a n d 
e l sewhere in Europe . D u r i n g the seventeenth and e igh teen th cen tu r i e s 
ever m o r e pr i sons appeared on the Eu ropean scene a n d the i r role in t he 
pena l system became increas ingly p rominen t . (7 ) In A m s t e r d a m c o n d e m 
ned c r imina l s had been conf ined from the beg inn ing a n d by the e igh teen th 
cen tu ry the court resorted to i m p r i s o n m e n t in abou t a th i rd to one half of 
its sentences.(8) In H a m b u r g , as we will see later, a separa te sp inhouse for 
female and ma le convicts , w h o were considered ta inted by infamy, was 
opened in 1669. In a n u m b e r of small towns a n d rura l distr icts in the 
D u t c h Repub l i c f rom 1700 to 1811 i m p r i s o n m e n t accounted for 15% of 
cour t sentences.(9) T h e spread of penal i m p r i s o n m e n t in t he E m p i r e a n d 
t h e H a b s b u r g lands in t he e igh teen th cen tury is conf i rmed by several au-
thors . ( lO) By the midd le of tha t cen tu ry Par is ian pros t i tu tes were rou t ine ly 
conf ined in a ma i son de force, wh i l e in F rance as a w h o l e labor c a m p s had 
t aken the place of the galley s y s t e m . ( l l ) To a rgue tha t t he pr ison move
m e n t set in long before 1800 is not to say tha t people ' s a t t i tudes a n d the 
ideology sus ta in ing i m p r i s o n m e n t in t he early m o d e r n per iod were identi
cal to wha t they would become in t he n ine teen th cen tu ry . In th is respect 
t he early m o d e r n per iod differed on a t least one crucial poin t . T h e eviden
ce on carceral ins t i tu t ions a n d the i r inmates con f i rms t h e i m p o r t a n c e of 
t he family as a mode l for the p rope r way of life in p re indus t r ia l E u r o p e ; a 
con ten t ion m a d e by most o the r h i s to r ians of menta l i t i es as well . C o n t e m 
pora r ies viewed the idealized pr ison c o m m u n i t y as a k ind of mora l ly re
gene ra t i ng family a n d the ins t i tu t ions were actual ly r u n as complex hou
seholds . Th i s i s my second m a j o r thesis regard ing early m o d e r n impr i son
m e n t . T h e ev idence for it is largely qual i ta t ive a n d in th is case, too, i t is no t 
discussed in th is ar t icle . First of all, t he family m o d e l can be inferred f rom 
te rmino logy . Pa terna l i s t ic n a m e s for the w a r d e n s a n d w o r k - b o s s e s w e r e 
qu i t e c o m m o n . They were called b i n n e n v a d e r in t h e N e t h e r l a n d s a n d 
H a u s v a t e r in m a n y G e r m a n Z u c h t h ä u s e r ( a l though in t he lat ter insti tu
t ions less so in official pa r l ance ) . T h e i nma te s w e r e cons idered 
p s e u d o - j o u r n e y m e n r a the r t h a n p s e u d o - c h i l d r e n . Nex t t o fa thers t h e r e 
w e r e m o t h e r s . W h e n a new w o r k - b o s s was hi red in a D u t c h pr i son , he had 
to be m a r r i e d a n d the charac te r of h is wife was t aken in to cons idera t ion as 
wel l . In H a m b u r g the widow of a deceased O e c o n o m u s t empora r i l y took 
ca re of t h e j o b on her own, bu t she was bough t off w h e n she dec la red to 
h a v e no in t en t ion to r emar ry . Final ly, t he pr ison e n v i r o n m e n t served as a 
su r roga te family for those black s h e e p whose own famil ies had pe t i t ioned 
to t he magis t ra tes to h a v e t h e m conf ined for s o m e t i m e in o rde r to m e n d 
the i r ways.(12) H e r e we a r e conce rned with quan t i t a t ive data , w h i c h c o m e 
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in to play in the case of a thesis directly der ived from the one abou t t he 
family. My postula t ion of the central i ty of t he family or househo ld mode l 
also serves as an a l te rna t ive to the economic in te rpre ta t ion of early mo
de rn i m p r i s o n m e n t , according to which the expectat ion of some sort of 
f inancial or mate r ia l profit formed the ma in impe tus beh ind the rise of 
p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s . T h e evidence to the con t ra ry again comes f rom sever
al sources , but also from entry books. O t h e r sources inc lude f inancial re
cords , f rom which we can definitely conc lude tha t t he re were no profi ts . 
T h e H a a r l e m tuch thu i s , for example , opera ted at a loss t h r o u g h o u t t he 
seven teen th a n d e ighteenth centur ies . T h e sales of pr ison p roduc t s were 
a lways p rob lemat ic ; u rban magis t ra tes often tr ied to force the boa rds of 
o the r publ ic ins t i tu t ions to buy these produc ts . Measu res to coun te r the 
deficit consisted of the organizat ion of lotteries and the inst i tut ion of spe
cial taxes.(13) However , we can still raise the ques t ion to wha t extent cer
tain p r i soners were seen as va luable worke r s . T h e quan t i t a t ive evidence 
f rom en t ry books may conta in a clue. 

Final ly , a n o t h e r thesis of my overall project ho lds tha t i m p r i s o n m e n t 
became increasingly associated with the penal system. At first, 
p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s were m u l t i - p u r p o s e ins t i tu t ions and they were seen as 
par t of t he poor- re l ie f system. The i r founda t ion impl ied an intensif icat ion 
of t he repression of marginal i ty : the earliest o rd inances a lmost unan i 
mous ly singled out beggars and vagran ts as the m a i n potent ia l inmates . I t 
was only later tha t t he re was m o r e frequent talk of convicts in connec t ion 
wi th i m p r i s o n m e n t s 14) Al though this process is no t reflected tha t neat ly 
in t h e extant en t ry books , two relevant ques t ions arise: wha t can we learn 
f rom these records about t he identity of the p r i soners , a n d a re the re figures 
for t h e i m p r i s o n m e n t of beggars? 

I will a t t empt to answer the th ree ques t ions wi th respect to quan t i t a t ive 
ev idence in the reverse order , dea l ing first wi th beggars and impr ison
m e n t , t hen with t he identi ty of p r i soners and finally wi th pr ison t e rms . 

Beggars and imprisonment 

A l t h o u g h t h e association of p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s with t he comba t of beg
ging is relat ively w e l l - k n o w n , as we now k n o w qui te a lot abou t t he ge
nera l b a c k g r o u n d conce rn ing the change of menta l i t i es wi th regard to po
ver ty a n d marginal i ty , i t is still surpr is ing, however , tha t no h is tor ian has 
p resen ted concre te data on beggars actual ly going in or out of pr ison du
r ing t h e early years of i m p r i s o n m e n t . P r imar i ly , th is is a reflection of t he 
pauci ty of t h e sources. An A m s t e r d a m register, however , which 1 disco
vered h idden away in the sp inhouse archive , sheds some light on t h e mat-
ter.(15) It is not a pr ison en t ry book but a n o t h e r type of d o c u m e n t . Basi-
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cally, it lists every s t ranger found in the city w i thou t work . It covers a 
per iod from 7 October 1597 unti l 27 October 1598 (with a few m a r g i n a l 
l istings of ' recidivists ' in 1599) and n u m b e r s its ent r ies f rom 2747 to 4489. 
T h e letter » D « on the front cover of the register suggests tha t i t has been 
the four th in a series (in which case the p reced ing th ree m u s t have been 
less v o l u m i n o u s ) . A l though its m e t h o d of n u m b e r i n g is not ent i re ly con
sistent, it provides a clear indicat ion of the total of en t r ies . It so h a p p e n s 
tha t t he A m s t e r d a m magis t ra tes had appoin ted two co mmi s s i o n e r s to deal 
wi th licensed begging in J a n u a r y 1596, s imul taneous ly wi th t h e o p e n i n g of 
t he rasphouse . These officials each supervised one of the two areas in to 
w h i c h the city was then divided and no one was a l lowed to beg w i t h o u t a 
t icket issued by them.(16) T h e register 1 discovered mus t have be longed to 
the i r a rch ive . However , the re are no indica t ions to decide w h e t h e r i t lists 
all u n e m p l o y e d m i g r a n t s w h o repor ted themse lves o r only those w h o ap
peared before one of the two commiss ione r s . 

I took a sample consis t ing of every fifth en t ry (N = 400; recidivists, w h o 
w e r e not n u m b e r e d , inc luded) . M e n o u t n u m b e r e d w o m e n by 55% to 45%; 
the i r m e a n ages were 33.6 and 36.1 years, respectively. If we d iv ide t h e 
total popu la t ion in to age groups (10.5% miss ing excluded) , t he resul ts a re 
as follows: 

Table 1 

Di s t r ibu t ion of age g roups a m o n g unemployed m i g r a n t s in A m s t e r d a m , 
1597-9 

Age g r o u p % men % w o m e n % total 

u n d e r twenty 15.3 4.5 10.6 
in the i r twent ies 32.5 33.5 33.0 
in the i r th i r t ies 19.2 31.0 24.3 
in the i r forties 14.3 16.1 15.1 
in the i r fifties 9.9 5.8 8.1 
sixty or o lder 8.9 9.0 8.9 

T h e m a j o r conclus ion to be d r a w n from t h e register, in t he context of a 
s tudy of i m p r i s o n m e n t , is that so very few of t he pe r sons w h o appea red 
before t he commiss ione r s were in fact conf ined . Table 2 p resen t s t h e de
cis ions m a d e abou t t h e m (27% mis s ing cases exc luded) . 
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Table 2 

Decis ions on unemployed m i g r a n t s in A m s t e r d a m , 1597-9 

Thus , t he sample con ta ined only n ine cases of i m p r i s o n m e n t : six m e n , two 
w o m e n a n d one person whose sex could not be ascer ta ined. Th i s points a t 
an incarcera t ion rate of fo r ty - two beggars per year. Since A m s t e r d a m , as 
an except ion, had two separa te p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s , t he r a sphouse for men 
a n d the s p i n h o u s e for w o m e n , these were the places w h e r e m a l e and fe
m a l e beggars should have been taken to. However , the two incarcerated 
w o m e n a n d four of t he o the r pe r sons were s imply conf ined in a 'dungeon ' . 
On ly t h r ee m e n in fact were sent to the rasphouse . If we restrict ourselves 
to the latter ins t i tu t ion, we may conc lude tha t abou t four teen m a l e beggars 
per year w e r e commi t t ed there . Th i s is a modes t n u m b e r bu t i t is still 
larger t h a n tha t of the five m e n w h o , accord ing to Jüngen ' s research, were 
sen tenced to t he ins t i tu t ion by the city's cour t in 1600. Admi t ted ly , as a 
rule , convic ts stayed in pr ison for a longer per iod than beggars did. 1 as
s u m e tha t t he average t e r m for the latter was abou t four m o n t h s , which i s 
suggested by the 1655 figures discussed below. At least the average t e rm in 
1597-8 is not l ikely to have been longer. Th i s m e a n s that a t a n y one t ime 
t h e r e c a n n o t have been m o r e t han about five m e n in the r a sphouse w h o 
were c o m m i t t e d t he re by t h e commiss ione r s of licensed begging. T h e r e is 
of course t h e possibil i ty tha t the register f rom which I took my s a m p l e was 
kept by jus t o n e of t he commiss ione r s and hence deals with one half of the 
marg ina l popu la t ion . T h e n we a r r ive at a f igure of abou t ten beggars in the 
rasphouse . N o w we h a p p e n to k n o w the total i nma te popula t ion in 1597 
a n d 1598, wh ich was given as be tween sixty a n d seventy a n d seventy, re-
spectively.(17) Together , the convicts and the beggars commi t t ed by the 
c o m m i s s i o n e r s do not add up to seventy at all; cer ta inly not i f we realize 
tha t t he ins t i tu t ion had been opened in 1596. Th i s migh t imply tha t t he 
o v e r w h e l m i n g majo r i ty of i nma tes consisted of p r i soners c o m m i t t e d upon 
a request by the i r relat ives. However , t h e r e is an a l te rna t ive hypothes is . 
Unl icensed beggars , a n d unemployed vag ran t s general ly, we re h u n t e d in 
A m s t e r d a m by a special t eam of provosts . A l though the latter did tu rn up 
in t h e records of t he commis s ione r s of licensed begging and hence did not 
opera te comple te ly i n d e p e n d e n t l y f rom these commiss ione r s , i t is still pos-
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% m e n % w o m e n % total 

Incarcera t ion 2.7 3.7 3.1 
O r d e r e d to leave 65.4 57.9 62.7 
town 
Permiss ion to beg 20 31.8 24.3 
for some days 
O t h e r decision 11.9 6.5 9.9 
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sible that they also m a d e arres ts by themselves , personal ly de l ive r ing beg
gars and vag ran t s at the gate of the p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e . In that case, mar
ginals ar res ted by the provosts migh t have m a d e up a significant propor
t ion of the r a sphouse popula t ion , possibly n u m b e r i n g th i r ty or m o r e a t any 
one t ime . Tha t m a n y inmates were beggars a t the beg inn ing of t he seven
teen th cen tu ry is suggested by l i terary sources such as P o n t a n u s ( 1 6 1 1 ) and 
t h e His tor ie der Wonder l i jke Mi rake l en (1612).(18) If my supposi t ion is 
correct , t he re m u s t have been a dua l system in opera t ion . T h e commiss io
ne r s dealt wi th unemployed m i g r a n t s w h o stated they were looking for 
w o r k and , apparen t ly , this g r o u p coun ted few 'deviants ' w h o m the officials 
t h o u g h t deserved a spell of forced labor . T h e provosts chased after 
vag ran t s w h o fitted the s tereotype of the lazy beggar. This g r o u p consisted 
of t he pe r sons w h o had not repor ted themse lves to the c o m m i s s i o n e r s or 
had disobeyed the i r o rder to leave town. 

N o n e of those impr i soned by the commiss ione r s were in the i r twent ies , 
bu t , for t he rest, all a g e - g r o u p s were involved. O n e fifth of all pe r sons 
recorded in t he register, inc lud ing a few m e n , had ch i ld ren with t h e m a n d 
th i s g r o u p did not go to pr ison. Significantly, t he n ine p r i soners were all 
m e n t i o n e d for t h e first t ime; repeat was appa ren t ly no cr i ter ion to be 
selected for inca rce ra t ion . This suggests tha t an assessment of t he person ' s 
charac te r , based on stereotypical no t ions abou t l icent ious beggars, deter
m i n e d t h e decision w h e t h e r to c o m m i t h i m or her to pr ison or not . Pre
sumably , t he c o m m i s s i o n e r s ' p r i soner were s imilar in charac te r to the 
g r o u p of pe r sons ar res ted by the provosts , but the fo rmer had not failed to 
repor t t hemse lves . 

F o r a later per iod the re is a possibil i ty to use ent ry books to s tudy the 
i m p r i s o n m e n t of marg ina l s , bu t also in th is case the re a re p rob l ems . F r o m 
1654 o n w a r d , beggars and vagran t s a r res ted in A m s t e r d a m were no longer 
t aken to t he r a s p h o u s e or sp inhouse , bu t to a new w o r k h o u s e . T h e p r o b l e m 
is tha t de l inquen t s , too, were c o m m i t t e d to th is ins t i tu t ion . Its en t ry books , 
a series sudden ly end ing w h e n i t was exactly one h u n d r e d years old, have 
been preserved . In 1942 Oldewel t pub l i shed figures on t he a n n u a l n u m 
bers of ent r ies , wh ich p rov ide a rough indicat ion of t h e n u m b e r of mar
ginals a r res ted in the city.(19) T h e y f luctuated between ex t r emes of 522 in 
1670 a n d 57 in 1706. No corre la t ion wi th such factors as years of high 
pr ices or t he a f t e rma th of wa r is apparen t . (20) T h e n u m b e r of a r res ted 
m a r g i n a l s m u s t have depended on shif t ing preferences a t t h e side of 
repress ion , wh ich r e m a i n largely u n k n o w n . 

F o r a fu r the r analysis , 1 took a s ample of en t r ies in t h r e e per iods of two 
years , a t t h e beg inn ing , the midd le a n d t h e end of the per iod covered by 
the records . Unfo r tuna te ly , i t t u r n e d out tha t marg ina l s , as opposed to 
d e l i n q u e n t s sen tenced by the court , could only be identif ied for t h e first 
per iod , w h e n they had »for begging« added to the i r n a m e . T h e fol lowing 
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figures, therefore , refer to the years 1655-6 only ( inc luding a few marg ina l 
en t r ies of recidivists in 1657-60). T h e marg ina l s arres ted in those years 
n u m b e r e d 318; 53% m e n and 20% recidivists. T h e mean age of t he m e n 
was 32.9, tha t of the w o m e n 40.4. Terms were set for 53.8% of t he m e n 
(mean : 11.2 m o n t h s ) , whi le a n o t h e r 19.3% had to stay unti l they were 
ready to go to t he Indies . No sho r t en ing of t e rms was recorded. T h e aver
age actual length of the m e n ' s stay was 97 days, but this f igure inc ludes 
twenty m e n w h o were taken to the w o r k h o u s e by the provos ts and sent 
away immedia te ly . T h e co r re spond ing figures for the w o m e n were : t e rm 
set for 48%; 28.3% to the Indies ; m e a n te rm of 8.4 m o n t h s ; average actual 
length of stay: 138 days; t w e n t y - t w o sent away. Table 3 lists the m o d e s of 
exit. 

Table 3 

M o d e s of exit of marg ina l s impr i soned in the A m s t e r d a m w o r k h o u s e , 
1655-60 

m o d e of exit % m e n % w o m e n % total 

Expi ra t ion of t e rm 18.1 33.6 25.4 
Released 49.1 52 50.5 
S igning on a sh ip 5.3 - 2.8 
Escaped 9.4 1.3 5.6 
111 or p r egnan t 4.1 4.6 4.3 
Deceased 0.6 2 1.2 
Miss ing 13.5 6.6 10.2 

T h u s , abou t half of all beggars and vag ran t s commi t t ed to t h e w o r k h o u s e 
w e r e released before the i r t e rm had expired or s imply because they had no 
t e r m set. Th i s p h e n o m e n o n will appea r to be even m o r e i m p o r t a n t in the 
discussion on the i m p r i s o n m e n t of convicts . Interest ingly, t h e sex ra t io 
a m o n g th is popula t ion hard ly differed from that a m o n g the unemployed 
m i g r a n t s of 1597-8. T h e m e a n age of the w o m e n of 1655-60 was four years 
older t han the i r earl ier coun te rpa r t s . T h e total n u m b e r of a r res t s indicates 
that abou t seventy ma le marg ina l s per year were commi t t ed to pr ison in 
th is per iod . Th i s is a lesser n u m b e r w h e n compared wi th my guess for the 
c o m b i n e d g r o u p of pe r sons t u r n e d in by t h e provos ts a n d c o m m i t t e d by 
t h e com m is s ione r s to t he r a sphouse in 1597-8, even t h o u g h t h e city had 
grown cons iderably in the m e a n t i m e . I f my suppos i t ions a re correct , they 
po in t at a dec l in ing i m p r i n t of marg ina l s on pr ison life. 

Apar t f rom be ing commi t t ed to t h e w o r k h o u s e directly, a m i n o r i t y of 
marg ina l s were formal ly t r ied. Fabe r ' s a n d my own inves t iga t ions in t he 
A m s t e r d a m cour t records , t hough not comple te , p rov ide an ind ica t ion . 
Since 1614 the legal ru le was tha t pe r sons picked up by the provos ts were 
impr i soned w i thou t in ter ference by the cour t upon the i r first, second or 
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th i rd ar res t . W h e n arres ted for a four th t ime, they were to be c r imina l ly 
tried.(21) Th i s h a p p e n e d to jus t a few, which was probably caused by the 
high degree of geograph ic mobi l i ty of commi t t ed for a four th t ime or 
m o r e . I t was only d u r i n g two brief per iods in the midd le of t he e igh teen th 
cen tu ry tha t relatively large n u m b e r s of beggars were sudden ly h a n d l e d by 
the cour t instead of be ing impr i soned w i thou t a tr ial . In n o r m a l t imes 
c r imina l sentences for beggary or vagabondage were imposed in two types 
of s i tua t ions . T h e first was w h e n beggars were cons idered especially im
per t inen t o r t h rea t en ing . T h e second was w h e n they had been arres ted 
u n d e r suspicion of theft or o the r c r imes a n d these could not be proved. In 
such cases they were c o n d e m n e d for beggary or vagrancy after all. T h e 
cour t ' s in te r fe rence with the t r e a t m e n t of marg ina l s did not lead to a rein
fo rcement of t he i m p r i s o n m e n t so lu t ion . In the major i ty of cases t he cri
m i n a l sanc t ion for begging or vagabondage was b a n i s h m e n t , whi le occa
sionally a scaffold p u n i s h m e n t was imposed . Those sentenced to a scaffold 
p u n i s h m e n t in A m s t e r d a m for vagrancy a lone were all gypsies.(22) 

The identity of prisoners 

F r o m beggars we t u r n to convic ts sen tenced to i m p r i s o n m e n t . Next to the 
records of t he A m s t e r d a m w o r k h o u s e , en t ry books a re extant for t h r ee of 
the p r i sons f igur ing in my over -a l l research project : for t he Delft tuch t 
hu is a n d the A m s t e r d a m a n d H a m b u r g sp inhouses . T h e latter o f these had 
been opened as a separa te pr i son (in add i t ion to the older Z u c h t h a u s ) for 
» w h o r e s a n d th ieves« in 1669. I s tudied its entry books for t he first four 
decades , 1669-1708 ( the years r e fe r r ing to t he da te of en t ry ; t h e last exit 
took place in 1736). D u r i n g tha t per iod t he r e were 829 en t r ies invo lv ing 
679 different pe r sons . T h e r e w e r e 113 recidivists w h o were c o m m i t t e d for 
t h e second t i m e a n d s o m e for t h e t h i rd a n d so on to o n e w h o was in six 
t imes . C o n t r a r y to w h a t th is pr i son ' s n a m e suggests, m e n w e r e also admi t 
ted the re . In t h e per iod s tudied, however , they fo rmed a def in i te m i n o r i t y 
(9%), so tha t i t wou ld be r e d u n d a n t to split up t he H a m b u r g figures in to a 
m a l e a n d female g roup . As expla ined above , the A m s t e r d a m s p i n h o u s e 
was for w o m e n only. T h e series of en t ry b o o k s which has been preserved 
beg ins in 1678, a n d I s tudied t h e first book , e n d i n g in 1725. 

T h e Delft f igures need a brief i n t roduc t i on . A l t h o u g h the town had a 
s p i n h o u s e in t h e 1620's, th i s was closed again in 1645. In 1670 t h e magi
s t ra tes dec ided to separa te t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of t he o r p h a n a g e f rom tha t 
of t h e m a d h o u s e a n d to c o m b i n e t h e lat ter wi th a new t u c h t h u i s ins tead. 
A l t h o u g h th is t u c h t h u i s was opened separate ly in 1675, t h e c o m b i n a t i o n 
wi th t h e m a d h o u s e was pu t in to effect two years later. An o r d i n a n c e was 
p r o m u l g a t e d a n d 1677 was t aken to be t h e year of t h e new ins t i tu t ion ' s 
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founda t ion . It stood at the site of the old hospital of St. George , because of 
wh ich i t was genera l ly referred to as Sint Joris.(23) T h u s , Sint Jor is was 
never exclusively a c r imina l pr i son. Th i s m u l t i - p u r p o s e inst i tut ion resem
bled t h e F rench hôpi taux géné raux to a certain extent , w h e r e var ious sorts 
of undes i rab les were lodged together . Never the less , i t ha rbo red an impor
tan t p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e , also a d m i t t i n g c o n d e m n e d c r imina l s and in the 
e igh teen th cen tu ry this became a supra - loca l pr ison with convicts en te r ing 
f rom m a n y ju r i sd ic t ions in Ho l l and . T h e ins t i tu t ion 's in te rna l admin i 
s t ra t ion seems to have recognized th ree categories of inmates : dollen ( the 
m a d ) , bes tedel ingen a n d tuch te l ingen . T h e m a d were kept apar t and the 
records se ldom refer to t h e m . T h e dis t inct ion between the second and 
th i rd categories is not ent i rely clear t hough . Cer ta in ly bes tedel ingen were 
p r iva te p r i soners whose board was paid, bu t pe rsons commi t t ed on request 
were a lso a m o n g the th i rd category, together wi th c r imina l offenders. We 
m i g h t suppose tha t only the tuch te l ingen per fo rmed forced labor, but the 
records conta in references to bes tedel ingen w h o worked too. Possibly, they 
received l ighter work . T h e tuch te l ingen were registered in separa te ent ry 
books , wh ich have been preserved for t he period 1675-1752.(24) Since we 
n o w w a n t to deal with convicts , ou r a t t en t ion mus t be focused pr imar i ly on 
t he popu la t ion of c o n d e m n e d c r imina l s . In t he case of H a m b u r g , they a re 
easily identified, m a k i n g up 744 cases out of 829. T h e fol lowing tables only 
refer to tha t g roup . T h e en t ry book of t he A m s t e r d a m s p i n h o u s e (N -
1510), unfor tuna te ly , does not dif ferent ia te between w o m e n c o n d e m n e d by 
the cour t and pr iva te p r i soners . Every w o m a n was recorded to have been 
c o m m i t t e d by schepenen ( the judges) , but , for a minor i ty , th i s mus t have 
referred to t he college's consent to a p r iva te request . In t he case of Delft, i t 
was possible to d i sc r imina te by a de tour . As a rule, those w h o s e en t ry in to 
pr i son had been consen ted to by » the Weth« (an enlarged college of ma
gistrates) were c o m m i t t e d at t he request of the i r relat ives. Together wi th a 
few o the rs , they m a k e up the popula t ion of pr ivate p r i soners (N • 201 ; in 
88 cases t h e c o n s e n t i n g agency is miss ing) . T h e popula t ion of convicts (N 
— 229) consis ts of those c o n d e m n e d by the cour t s of Delft, Del f land or 
o the r j u r i sd i c t ions in the Republ ic . O n l y those convicted figure in t h e 
tables; 159 were m e n a n d 70 were w o m e n . 

Next to t he d i s t r ibu t ion of t he sexes, d e t e r m i n e d in par t by t he charac te r 
of t he ins t i tu t ion , t he d i s t r ibu t ion of a g e - g r o u p s forms t h e o the r m a j o r 
va r i ab le disclosing the ident i ty of t he pr i soners . 
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Table 4 

Ages of p r i soners at en t ry (%) 

A g e - g r o u p H a m b u r g A m s t e r d a m Delft t uch thu i s , 1675-1 
s p i n h o u s e sp inhouse convicted convicted 
1669-1708 1678-1725 m e n w o m e n 

u n d e r 20 19 11 4 3 
20-29 57 54 24 33 
30-39 17 23 22 24 
4 0 - 4 9 4 8 32 33 
50-59 2 3 10 6 
6 0 + 1 1 8 -

It shou ld be noted tha t t he percen tage of miss ing cases is 3.4, 7.7, 68.6 a n d 
52.9, respectively. T h a t m a y part ly explain t h e differences be tween Delft 
a n d the sp inhouses in t he d is t r ibu t ion of age groups . T h e m e a n age of m a l e 
a n d female convicts was 37.9 and 35.4 at Delft and 29.2 a n d 25.4 at H a m 
burg ; a t A m s t e r d a m i t was 28.4. But these di f ferences a r e no t d u e ent i re ly 
to t h e miss ing cases. T h e Delft pr ison log -book , too, conveys the impres
sion tha t m a n y convicts w e r e commi t t ed t he r e w h o a l ready had a career of 
c r i m e b e h i n d t h e m and , for example , had been b a n i s h e d a few t imes pre
viously. In teres t ingly , th is m a k e s t h e m c o m p a r a b l e to t he g r o u p of u n e m 
ployed m i g r a n t s in A m s t e r d a m in 1597-8, m a n y of w h o m m u s t have had a 
career of begging a n d t e m p o r a r y j o b s beh ind t h e m (a l though a larger sha
re of t h e m was u n d e r twenty and a smal le r sha re in the i r forties). T h e 
d i s t r ibu t ion of a g e - g r o u p s in the A m s t e r d a m a n d H a m b u r g sp inhouses , on 
t he o the r h a n d , was c o m p a r a b l e to tha t a m o n g a n y popu la t ion o f pre indu-
strial of fenders general ly . Apparen t ly , the i r i nma te s w e r e people w h o 
m i g h t j u s t a s well have been c o n d e m n e d to a n o t h e r p u n i s h m e n t . 

T h e d i s t r ibu t ion of offenses in en t ry books is a funct ion of the au tho
r i t ies ' s en tenc ing policies as well as t h e cha rac te r of t he p r i son in ques t ion . 
As an extra possibil i ty for compar i son , table 5 inc ludes f igures f rom Mi
chael F r a n k ' s f o r t h c o m i n g s tudy of t he z u c h t h a u s in t h e G e r m a n coun ty 
of L ippe a t D e t m o l d . They cover t he years 1770-80 a n d used he r e to t ake 
t h e place of t h e A m s t e r d a m sp inhouse , in w h o s e en t ry b o o k s offenses a r e 
m e n t i o n e d in only 3.3% of t he cases. 
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Table 5 

Ca tegory of H a m b u r g Delft tuchth . , 1675-1752 De tmold 
offenses sp inhouse convicted convicted zuch th . 

1669-1708 m e n w o m e n 1770-80 

M o r a l s 68.3 6.9 22.9 34.6 
P rope r ty 21.4 24.1 34.3 48.1 
Vs. au tho r i t y 4 34.5 31.4 9.7 
Violence 3 24.1 5.7 7.6 
C o m b i n a t i o n 3.3 10.3 5.7 -
At Delft, to be sure , t he pe rcen tage of miss ing cases is also high (men : 
63.5%; w o m e n : 50%). Th i s is caused by the n e a r - a b s e n c e of informat ion on 
t h e offenses of those c o n d e m n e d outs ide the town. T h e percentages, the
refore, p rov ide an indicat ion of t he sen tenc ing policies of the Delft cour t 
only.(25) On the whole , the d is t r ibu t ion of categories does not deviate 
m a r k e d l y f rom the general p ic ture der ived from studies of court records in 
t h e N e t h e r l a n d s . T h u s , a l though the Delft p r i soners were experienced cri
m i n a l s wi th respect to thei r age, the i r c r imes were comparab l e to the cri
m e s of l awbreake r s sentenced to a l te rna t ive p u n i s h m e n t s . 

T h e H a m b u r g figures call for a little m o r e c o m m e n t , especially since 
cour t records a re not avai lable for that town. In the en t ry books only 6.3% 
of t he offenses a re missing. T h e in fo rmat ion we do get, however , is pro
vided only summar i ly . Most p r i soners were s imply called »eine h u r e « or 
»ein(e) d ieb( inne)« , jus t as in t h e ins t i tu t ion ' s o rd inance . T h e g r o u p of 
m o r a l s offenders consists a lmost exclusively of w o m e n denoted as whores . 
I t c a n n o t be said wi th cer ta in ty w h e t h e r they were all professional prosti
tu tes . T h e sources leave the impress ion of a little te rminological confusion 
be tween p romiscuous living, e x t r a - m a r i t a l p regnancy a n d prost i tu t ion, alt
h o u g h th is dis t inct ion was explicitly a d h e r e d to somet imes . Tha t m a n y 
i m p r i s o n e d w o m e n were indeed professional pros t i tu tes is suggested by the 
fact tha t 36.3% were suffering f rom syphilis so heavi ly tha t they were t aken 
to t he p o c k e n h a u s for a cu re d u r i n g the i r stay ( m a k i n g up 93% of all 
convic ts t empora r i ly sent the re ) . T h e o thers , too, had been c o n d e m n e d in 
fact by t h e p rae to r s ( the lower cour t ) or t he senate (act ing as s u p r e m e 
cour t ) . I t i s t he c o n t e m p o r a r y au thor i t i e s w h o def ine which activities a r e 
c r imes a n d the sp inhouse was a c r imina l pr i son. T h e d o m i n a n c e of pro
s t i tu t ion t he r e indicates wh ich type of offenders were selected for o n e 
possible penal sanct ion . 

T h e c r imina l s ta tus of the g r o u p of p roper ty offenders is less a m b i g u o u s . 
Mos t of t h e m were called thieves , wh i l e a few w o m e n were c o n d e m n e d for 
swind l ing . T h e r e was also a t least o n e organized band , with two couples a t 
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the center and consis t ing of seven people, a few bo rn in H a m b u r g a n d 
o thers in Danz ig , A m s t e r d a m and Antwerp . (26) Offenses in t he au tho r i t y 
g r o u p included child a b a n d o n m e n t , b igamy and b lackmai l . T h o s e condem
ned for violence were often commi t t ed to pr ison even in cases of m e r e 
a t t empted violence or because of a t t enua t ing c i r cums tances . Mos t priso
ners with the ' combina t i on ' code were guilty of pros t i tu t ion a n d theft si
mul t aneous ly . 

A n o t h e r s u m m a r y indicat ion in t he H a m b u r g ent ry books provides an 
u n a m b i g u o u s pic ture of the p r i soners ' c r imina l s tatus. T h r o u g h o u t t he 
G e r m a n - s p e a k i n g world , i t was considered a p e r m a n e n t m a r k of d i s h o n o r 
to have been touched by the execut ioner personal ly . T h e ident i ty of the 
person escor t ing the pr i soner to the house and the add i t iona l p u n i s h m e n t s 
to which she or he had been subjected were usually recorded. Together , t he 
o v e r w h e l m i n g majo r i ty can be g rouped in to t h r ee m a i n categories : escor
ted by an h o n o r a b l e person, usually a cour t se rvan t ; escorted by the exe
cu t ioner or his servant ; subjected to a corpora l pena l ty by the execu t ioner 
a n d escorted to pr ison by h im. Table 6 p resen t s t he resul ts (4% miss ing 
excluded) . 

Table 6 

Add i t iona l p u n i s h m e n t s and d i s h o n o r s for H a m b u r g p r i sone r s (1669-1708) 

type %/ m e n % / w o m e n total 

Escorted by an h o n o r a b l e person 12.5 64.9 60.2 
Escorted by the execut ioner 20.3 21.4 21.3 
Execu t ione r & corpora l pena l ty 64.1 12.8 17.4 
O t h e r 3.1 0.9 1.1 

A b o u t two fifths of all p r i soners were d i shonored . T h e first a n d th i rd 
categories m i r r o r each o the r perfectly with respect to the i r s h a r e a m o n g 
m e n and w o m e n . Clearly, ma l e p r i soners w e r e m o r e often subjec ted to a 
corpora l pena l ty in addi t ion to thei r con f inemen t . Usual ly , th i s m e a n t flog
ging, pub l ic or in jai l , for m e n as well as w o m e n . S o m e were also b r a n d e d 
and A n n a Sophia Di rckes , a swindler , had he r ear cut off in 1686. She died 
in t he house in 1720: t he longest stay recorded.(27) These f igures conf i rm 
tha t the H a m b u r g sp inhouse was cons idered an i n f a m o u s ins t i tu t ion . 

To conc lude , as a g roup , convicted p r i sone r s in H a m b u r g a n d Delft 
clearly had a c r imina l s tatus. M a r k e d dev ia t ions f rom w h a t we k n o w of t h e 
genera l popu la t ion of l awbreaker s conce rned the age of p r i sone r s at Delft 
a n d t h e type of offense at H a m b u r g . In t he lat ter town i m p r i s o n m e n t as a 
pena l opt ion was largely reserved for pros t i tu tes . T h i s m u s t h a v e changed 
in t he 1720's, f rom which per iod on m e n w e r e c o m m i t t e d to t h e H a m b u r g 
s p i n h o u s e in equal n u m b e r s . T h e A m s t e r d a m s p i n h o u s e fo rmed a special 
case, because i t was an exclusively female ins t i tu t ion f rom t h e beg inn ing . 
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Little in fo rmat ion could be derived from its en t ry book, except in the case 
of the age of inmates . 

Prison terms 

Before cons ide r ing prison t e rms as such, i t is useful to i nqu i r e in to t he 
reason w h y a convict left pr ison. This is a piece of in fo rmat ion which can 
only be der ived from entry books and seldom from cour t records . T h e 
m o d e s of exit recorded for var ious ins t i tu t ions , can be g rouped in to six 
b road categories . 

Table 7 

M o d e s of exit of p r i soners 

M o d e of exit H a m b u r g A m s t e r d a m Delft tuch th . , 1675-
sp inhouse sp inhouse conv. conv. 
1669-1708 1678-1725 m e n wome 

released wi th 
consent 62.1 18.9 18.6 14.6 
released at 
expir . of t e rm 21.9 71 36.3 64.6 
released for special 
reason 2.9 7.6 2.6 -
t aken to p e s t h o u s e / 
hospi ta l 5.5 0.1 - -
deceased 3.8 1.8 14.2 12.5 
escaped 3.8 0.6 28.3 8.3 

T h e t h e m e of escape largely belongs to t he subject of in te rna l life, wh ich is 
not discussed in th is art icle. I t mus t have been easier to escape f rom t h e 
Delft pr i son , w h e r e one out of twelve w o m e n fled, t han i t was f rom t h e 
o thers . T h e relatively high death rat io in the Delft t uch thu i s was obvious ly 
related to the fact that no one was taken to a hospital the re . In H a m b u r g i t 
was often recorded that the pr i soner had died a few days after h is a r r iva l in 
t he pes thouse . On ly one convict t ransfer red the re later r e t u rned as a re
cidivist . A variety of special reasons for release were recorded in H a m b u r g . 
A few w o m e n the re were set free w h e n a potent ial h u s b a n d p resen ted 
himself. M a l e p r i soners were pa rdoned somet imes on the condi t ion tha t 
they enl is ted in r eg imen t s of H a m b u r g ' s allies. Two of t hem, to be sure , did 
so after a stay longer than thei r te rm.(28) Release on the condi t ion of 
enl i s t ing in t he navy or s igning on a sh ip was also recorded in A m s t e r d a m 
a couple of t imes.(29) T h e Delft magis t ra tes , on the o ther h a n d , repl ied to 
reques ts f rom the a r m y a n d navy in 1696, tha t they al lowed no c o n d e m n e d 
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c r imina l s to leave before the i r t e rm had expired.(30) T h e differences with 
respect to the first two possibili t ies a re not as m a r k e d as they seem. T h e 
code 'expirat ion of t e r m ' was given w h e n this had been m e n t i o n e d expli
citly or was k n o w n to be so. T h e cases with the code ' consent ' inc lude those 
in which the t e rm was miss ing or not recorded to have been imposed . T h e 
two possibilities, therefore , a re not u n a m b i g u o u s l y dis t inct . I t is only in 
H a m b u r g that a p r i sone r was often repor ted to have been set free upon her 
own request or that of o thers . In a n u m b e r of these cases, t he expi ra t ion of 
he r t e rm was a lmos t d u e or had even passed. Th i s leads us to the t e rms set 
a n d the i r r e l a t ionsh ip to the actual length of stay. Table 8 presents t he 
figures for the convic ts in t he respect ive ins t i tu t ions ( those wi th life 
sentences , w h o were only a few everywhere , exc luded) . 

Table 8 

Term imposed vs. ac tual length of a stay in pr ison 
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H a m b u r g A m s t e r d a m D e l f t t u c h t h . 1675-1752 
sp inh . sp inh . conv . conv . 
1669-1708 1678-1725 m e n w o m e n 

Average t e rm 46.3 7.1 138.6 101.9 
(in m o n t h s ) 
Aver , actual length 30.9 18 63.9 84.1 
( m o n t h s ) 

T h e differences be tween Delft a n d the sp inhouses a re m a r k e d again . T h e y 
a r e largely d u e to t h e i m p r i s o n m e n t of m o r e ser ious convic ts in t he fo rmer 
town . T h e female convicts t he re had received relat ively heavy sentences 
too . T h e high inc idence of escapes a m o n g the ma le s exp la ins why the 
ave rage stay of t he w o m e n was longer yet. T h e few m e n impr i soned a t 
H a m b u r g had an average t e r m of 122 m o n t h s , whi le t he actual length of 
the i r stay averaged 54 m o n t h s . 

But requests , special c i rcumstances , escape and dea th were not a lone 
respons ib le for t h e differences be tween t h e original t e r m tha t was set a n d 
t h e actual length tha t was served. To explain this , we h a v e to pay a t ten t ion 
to a system of pr i son disc ipl ine inven ted in A m s t e r d a m . As A m s t e r d a m 
was t h e first E u r o p e a n town wi th a c r imina l pr i son , i t was also t h e first to 
e x p e r i m e n t wi th a system w h e r e b y a convic t ' s b e h a v i o r ins ide m i g h t in
f luence his or ig inal sen tence . He could earn afslag ( reduc t ion) , as i t was 
cal led. T h e inven t ion and e labora t ion of th is system cast d o u b t on t h e 
suppos i t ion tha t t h e l e n g t h e n i n g a n d s h o r t e n i n g of pr i son t e r m s w e r e 
equal ly c o m m o n . T h a t is suggested by G e o r g Rusche . » T h e length of con
f i n e m e n t was, the re fore , a rb i t ra r i ly fixed by the a d m i n i s t r a t o r s in all cases 
except those vo lun ta r i ly c o m m i t t e d by the i r re la t ives .«(31) Based on scanty 
evidence , he t h o u g h t tha t m i n o r offenders w e r e often kept for years , whi le 
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m o r e ser ious de l inquen t s could be released in a few weeks . He in te rpre ted 
th i s wi th in t he context of his economic view of p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s , ar
gu ing tha t the admin i s t r a to r s were keen to retain s t rong inmates or those 
in w h o m an inves tment in the form of t r a in ing had been made . In the 
D u t c h Republ ic , however , i t was r a the r the o ther way a round . For one 
th ing , it was precisely in the case of con f inemen t at the request of relatives 
tha t a p ro longa t ion of the pr i soner ' s t e rm was very c o m m o n . Second, i t 
was only in the case of marg ina l s taken from the streets tha t the admin i 
s t ra tors themse lves were al lowed to d e t e r m i n e t he length of a stay. In all 
o the r cases the cour t did so in advance , based on penal cons idera t ions and , 
l ikewise, only the cour t could change a t e rm. W h e n it p ro longed a person 's 
stay, th i s was not s imply the opposi te of reduct ion . In fact, l eng then ing a 
pr i soner ' s t e rm was the same as sen tenc ing h im to a new i m p r i s o n m e n t . 
This occurred only after ser ious misdeeds d u r i n g his first stay, wh ich coun
ted as p u n i s h a b l e offenses in the i r own right. In such cases the pr i soner 
was always formal ly tried for his new offense.(32) T h u s , a l eng then ing of 
t e r m was a new p u n i s h m e n t , whi le reduct ion was a tool of pr ison dis
c ip l ine . 

T h e cont ras t be tween the length of t he original t e rm a n d actual length 
of stay which is found in the ent ry books enables me to test Rusche ' s thesis 
ab o u t the a rb i t r a r iness supposedly involved. In t he A m s t e r d a m sp inhouse 
3.9% stayed after t he expira t ion of the i r t e rm, whi le at Delft th is was 3.3%. 
In t h e latter town they w e r e all pe r sons commi t t ed by relatives, save for 
t h r e e special cases. Tha t m a y also have been t rue for the w o m e n in t he 
A m s t e r d a m sp inhouse . As the system of reduct ion spread from the ma l e 
pr i son in t he D u t c h met ropo l i s to o ther ins t i tu t ions in the Republ ic , 
sho r t ened stays became c o m m o n . T h e en t ry book of the A m s t e r d a m spin-
house refers to a sho r t en ing of the i r t e r m for 34.6% of the inmates . T h e 
total a m o u n t ranged from o n e to 170 m o n t h s , but two th i rds of t he w o m e n 
involved received a year or less. T h e co r r e spond ing figures at Delft a re 
10.1% for m a l e convicts ( r ang ing from 4 to 96 m o n t h s ) and only 1.4% for 
female convicts . S o m e u n d e r - r e p o r t i n g may have played a part here . On 
t h e o the r h a n d , t h e magis t ra tes ' unwi l l ingness to h a n d over p r i soners to 
t h e mi l i t a ry in 1696 suggests tha t they wanted t h e m to serve the i r full 
t e r m . I f so, they had changed the i r m i n d s forty years later, w h e n they 
r e c o m m e n d e d t h e pract ice of reduct ion to o the r cour ts . Since this was 
toward the end of t he per iod covered by the en t ry books , i t ha rd ly had an 
effect t he re . 

A systemat ic sho r t en ing of t e r m s was not a pract ice adopted in the 
Hansea t i c towns . In the H a m b u r g en t ry books on ly two cases were recor
ded. T h e senate de t e rmined in 1700 tha t a w o m a n w h o had been condem
ned for life had to stay for eight m o r e years if she behaved well.(33) In 
1715 a ma le convict was g ran ted a reduct ion of five years, a lso upon a 

48 

Historical Social Research, Vol. 15 — 1990 — No. 4, 33-56



senate 's decree.(34) T h e r e a re no figures for B remen , but, a t t he end of the 
e igh teen th century , the magis t ra tes expressly rejected a proposal to adop t 
the system. W h i l e recogniz ing its advantages , they a rgued that order ly be
hav ior in pr ison should be sel f -evident and that m a k i n g the penal ty of 
i m p r i s o n m e n t so light would be an injust ice to those c o n d e m n e d to 
death.(35) In P fo rzhe im in Sou the rn G e r m a n y , on the o ther hand , convicts 
were regular ly released wi thou t hav ing served the i r full t e rm, somet imes 
because of overc rowding , but also for good behavior . (36) In H a m b u r g a 
n u m b e r of inmates of the sp inhouse were kept beyond the expira t ion of 
the i r t e rm. Since th is m a y be taken as a conf i rma t ion of Rusche ' s thesis , 
t he f igures for this city mus t be considered in closer detai l . In fact, i t was 
all or n o t h i n g in H a m b u r g . A considerably larger n u m b e r of p r i sone r s 
stayed for a shor te r t ime than the i r t e rm. Ins tead of reduct ions , p a r d o n s 
were c o m m o n . In some cases, they were g ran ted for be t ray ing escape con
spiracies, but , m o r e frequently, they were t r iggered off by a request . Du
r ing t he house 's early years some of these requests were recorded in t he 
log-book , wi th r e m a r k s of 'consented ' , ' refused', ' taken in to cons ide ra t ion ' 
o r 'has to stay' added wi thou t fur ther mot iva t ion . (37) T h e ent ry books do 
no t p rov ide this i n fo rma t ion ; they jus t m e n t i o n the eventua l pa rdons . No 
reasons were ever given for keep ing p r i sone r s too long. 

Let us first look at t he reasons for a p a r d o n . W h e n it was requested by 
s o m e o n e o the r t han the pr i soner , t he pe t i t ioner usually stated his read iness 
to a s s u m e his responsibi l i t ies . Then i t was 'her h u s b a n d / f a t h e r / m o t h e r i s 
p repa red to take her back ' or 'his b r o t h e r / unc le w a n t s to t ake care of h i m ' 
or 'her p rev ious mas t e r p romises to supervise he r bet ter ' . In one case a 
w o m a n was released to visit he r m o t h e r a t her d e a t h - b e d and to t ake care 
of her aged father.(38) It is in l ine with such reasons for p a r d o n tha t it was 
often recorded w h e t h e r t he pa ren t s or t he h u s b a n d of an i n m a t e were al ive 
or dead . Th i s p rov ides a clue a l ready. T h e H a m b u r g magis t ra tes che r i shed 
t h e househo ld mode l even m o r e t han the i r col leagues in Ho l l and did, bo th 
wi th in a n d wi thou t . As t he pr ison was a su r roga te family e n v i r o n m e n t , i t 
could only be left for a real family. On the o the r hand , f inancial considera
t ions were involved too . A couple of t imes, relat ives pledged themse lves to 
pay a s u m of m o n e y if t h e convict , released a n d ban i shed , wou ld c o m e 
back to town.(39) T h e f reedom of some p r i sone r s was t h u s m o r e or less 
bough t . M o n e t a r y p resen t s upon discharge , by i nma te s or the i r relat ives, 
we re recorded several t imes (in o n e case, ten bar re l s of beer) . These w e r e 
often called vo lun t a ry gifts out of gra t i tude for a release; s o m e t i m e s they 
w e r e called a r e c o m p e n s e . In one case, five ta ler were for t he house , w h i l e 
t h e o e c o n o m u s received t h r e e a n d the por te r a n d the mas t e r o f d isc ip l ine 
o n e a n d a half each.(40) In a few cases, finally, i t was indeed said tha t t h e 
p r i sone r was set free because he or she was weak a n d u n a b l e to w o r k ; wi th 
one , to be sure , after he had been b e d - r i d d e n for four years.(41) But these 
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were minor i ty -cases . T h u s far, the sources do provide a suggestion of wha t 
d e t e r m i n e d the length of a pr isoner ' s stay: those serving the i r full t e rm or 
even s taying after its expira t ion were u n a b l e to marsha l l the h e l p of rela
tives or to get o the r m e a n s of suppor t . 

T h e r e is a possibili ty to put the thesis of an economical ly de t e rmined 
a rb i t r a r ines s a n d my a l te rna t ive hypothes is to a quant i ta t ive test. Fo r this, 
1 am conf ron t ing the g r o u p of convicts w h o stayed beyond the expira t ion 
of the i r t e rm with the g r o u p released earl ier . Those whose stay ended by 
escape, dea th , t ransfer to t he pes thouse or to ja i l had to be excluded from 
this c o m p u t a t i o n . Also, I did not wan t to qu ibb le with the officials invol
ved a n d g ran ted t h e m a m a r g i n of one m o n t h . T o o long ' a n d ' too shor t ' 
w e r e def ined as a difference ( - or +) between the original t e rm a n d the 
actual length of stay of over 30.5 days. T h e t e rms , which had been coded in 
m o n t h s , we re mul t ip l ied by 30.5. With th is defini t ion, f if ty-two pr isoners , 
7% of t h e convict popula t ion , fell in to t he a f te r -exp i ra t ion g roup . The re 
was a b road a n d relatively regular range , wi th two of t h e m staying m o r e 
t h a n t h r e e years longer. T h e m e a n in this g r o u p was 294 days. The 
be fo re -exp i ra t ion g r o u p consisted of 325 p r i soners (43.7%). T h e largest 
difference between t e rm a n d actual length he re was sixteen years and eight 
m o n t h s . T h e m e a n was two years a n d 156 days. 

If a p r i soner ' s labor power inf luenced the ou tcome , we would expect the 
two g r o u p s to show m a r k e d differences wi th respect to cer tain o the r va
r iables . As i t t u r n s out, th i s is not t h e case. 

Table 9 

H a m b u r g p r i sone r s released before or s taying after the expi ra t ion of thei r 
t e r m (1669-1708) 

Charac te r i s t i c before after 
expi ra t ion expira t ion 
g r o u p g r o u p 

Average actual length of stay ( m o n t h s ) 26.6 31.2 
Average t e r m to begin wi th ( m o n t h s ) 55.3 21.6 
Average age a t en t ry 25.09 25.11 
Pe rcen tage of m e n 7.7 7.7 
Pe rcen tage of recidivists 13.2 17.3 
Pe rcen tage of th ieves 18.8 27.7 
Pe rcen tage c o n d e m n e d by the senate 27.1 9.6 
Pe rcen tage escorted by h o n o r a b l e person 56.5 83.3 
Pe rcen tage infected wi th syphilis 26.8 30.8 

T h e r e was a slight t endency to keep th ieves for a longer per iod, but , on the 
who le , t he d i s t r ibu t ion of types of offenses in the before -exp i ra t ion and 
a f t e r -exp i ra t ion g roups does not devia te m a r k e d l y from that a m o n g the 
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total popu la t ion . T h e only o ther consp icuous difference was wi th respect to 
t he average t e rm to begin with . Th i s is perfectly u n d e r s t a n d a b l e , s ince 
pe r sons with a relatively heavy sentence were unl ike ly to be kept longer 
for yet a longer period. Note that the a f te r -exp i ra t ion g r o u p began wi th a 
m e a n t e rm of 1 3 /4 year, which is cons iderably longer t han Rusche ' s 'few 
days ' . T h e persons released earl ier canno t have been set free because of 
severe unprofi tabi l i ty , s ince they r ema ined in the house a lmost as long as 
the i r coun te rpa r t s did. T h e contras t with respect to the t e rm imposed also 
expla ins those with respect to the person escor t ing an i n m a t e to pr ison a n d 
the c o n d e m n i n g agency. So far for the m a r k e d differences. A convic t ' s age 
a n d sex would have been inf luent ial factors if e conomic cons ide ra t ions 
d e t e r m i n e d release or stay. T h e perfect s imilar i ty be tween the two g roups 
on these points , therefore , is highly significant . T h e differences wi th re
spect to recidivism a n d syphilis, finally, a re too slight to a t t r ibu te im
por t ance . Moreover , as far as the latter var iab le is conce rned , t he cont ras t , 
h a d i t been caused by economic cons idera t ions , shou ld have been the o the r 
way a r o u n d . Possibly, some w o m e n w h o had stayed in t h e p o x h o u s e had to 
m a k e up for the t ime spent out of pr i son . In only two cases, however , was 
t h e du ra t i on of t he cu re longer t han the per iod d u r i n g wh ich the w o m e n in 
ques t ion were kept beyond the expira t ion o f the i r t e r m . O n e inma te , M a r i a 
K o h n , was even sent to the poxhouse after he r t e r m had a l ready expired 
a n d still she r e tu rned to t h e sp inhouse af terwards . (42) These f igures con
f i rm my thesis . W h a t e v e r a rb i t ra r iness t he r e has been was not caused by 
the wish to re ta in s t rong pe r sons a n d get rid of t h e w e a k e r ones . Those w h o 
ob ta ined a p a r d o n were able to mar sha l l t h e h e l p of relat ives or f r iends. 
T h e o the r s had no one to care about t h e m a n d some m a y even have been 
ignoran t of the i r t e rm. Keep ing p r i soners for a longer t i m e t h a n de te rmi 
ned in the i r sen tence mus t have been the result of care lessness or indif-
ference.(43) 

Conclusion 

By themse lves , t he quan t i t a t ive data analyzed in th is ar t ic le a re insuffi
c ient as evidence for t he b road genera l iza t ions wi th wh ich I s ta r ted . T h e y 
h a v e to be s u p p l e m e n t e d by qual i ta t ive ev idence . I s u m m a r i z e d tha t evi
d e n c e in t h e in t roduc t ion . P r i sons spread over E u r o p e d u r i n g the seven
t een th a n d e igh teen th centur ies , p lay ing an increas ingly i m p o r t a n t ro le in 
t h e pena l system. T h e pa terna l i s t ic t e rmino logy wi th respect to impr i son
m e n t a n d the insis tence on a m a r r i e d couple l ead ing t h e ins t i tu t ion sho
wed tha t t h e family was a mode l for pr ison life. These obse rva t ions serve 
to w a r n us again tha t statistical a n d non-s ta t i s t i ca l a p p r o a c h e s shou ld be 
in tegra ted in o rde r to a r r ive at a m e a n i n g f u l h is tor ical analys is . T h e 
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quan t i t a t ive evidence discussed here was to shed m o r e light on the de
v e l o p m e n t of i m p r i s o n m e n t in to a penal sanction by present ing figures on 
beggars a n d convicts as i nma tes of p r i son -workhouses . In addi t ion , i t was 
used to test the thesis tha t the idea of the prison as a household m e a n t that 
i nma te s were not selected p r imar i ly for thei r economic con t r ibu t ion . 

With regard to beggars, only tenta t ive conclus ions can be d rawn. At the 
end of the s ixteenth and the midd le of t he seventeenth century, the per iods 
for which I had data , beggars tended to be older t han convicts ( the career 
c r imina l s impr i soned at Delft in a somewha t later per iod excluded) . This 
m u s t have con t r ibu ted to a t endency to see the two g roups of potent ia l 
i n m a t e s as dist inct categories . Within t he ent i re system of supervis ion of 
t h e foreign poor - m i g r a n t s w h o c a m e to town looking for work and w h o 
hoped to suppor t themse lves th rough begging whi le they were solicit ing -
p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s played only a marg ina l role. Th i s is h ighl ighted by the 
fact that , a m o n g the unemployed mig ran t s of 1597-8, twenty t imes as 
m a n y persons were s imply ordered to leave town as there were impr i soned . 
P r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s never represen ted an effective system of con t ro l l ing 
the marg ina l popu la t ion . The i r funct ion was largely symbolic, de
m o n s t r a t i n g that the fate of forced labor awaited 'lazy beggars ' . T h e au
thor i t i es mus t soon have realized that th is show did not work as an effec
t ive m e a n s of repression with regard to p rob lems of pover ty and margi-
nal i ty. Tha t m a y have con t r ibu ted to rais ing t he idea of us ing 
p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s to impr i son convicts instead. In A m s t e r d a m the latter 
g r o u p had always been represented a m o n g the inmates and , f rom the ope
n i n g of t he w o r k h o u s e onward , the r a sphouse was exclusively a c r imina l 
pr i son . In o the r towns , and especially in G e r m a n y , this deve lopmen t took 
a longer t ime . W h e r e a s t he Delft t u c h t h u i s admi t ted all types of c r imina l s 
f rom its o p e n i n g in 1677, t h e H a m b u r g sp inhouse main ly funct ioned as a 
p r i son for pros t i tu tes unt i l t he early e igh teenth century . 

T h e most or iginal con t r ibu t ion of t he quant i t a t ive analysis of th is art icle 
is wi th respect to t e r m s of stay. T h e evidence f rom ent ry books suppor t s 
t he con ten t ion tha t an i nma te ' s labor power was not a likely d e t e r m i n a n t 
of t he actual length of his or he r stay in pr ison. Th i s conf i rms my thesis 
tha t p r i s o n - w o r k h o u s e s were seen as discipl inary ins t i tu t ions , cons t i tu t ing 
a sort of complex househo lds , r a the r than as manufac to r i e s or t r a in ing 
schools . 
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Notes 

1. I am grateful to the par t ic ipants in the session at M a d r i d for the i r 
c o m m e n t s , in par t icu lar to Jan Sund in , w h o served as a discussant , 
a n d to Er ic J o h n s o n , w h o edited t he art icle for this j o u r n a l . 

2. Ga t r e l l 1980, Hay 1982. 
3. A recent synthesis is Dieder iks 1989. See also his con t r ibu t ion to t he 

present v o l u m e . 
4. Fo r one example : Sp i e r enbu rg 1984: ch . five. 
5. Zysberg 1987. 
6. See S p i e r e n b u r g 1984. 
7 . S p i e r e n b u r g for thcoming: chs. two and seven. 
8. F a b e r 1983: 191-9; Sp ie renburg 1987: 4 4 6 - 7 . 
9. See D iede r ik s 1989. 
10. A m o n g o thers : Stekl 1978; Stier 1988. 
11. Benabou 1987; Zysberg 1987. 
12. S p i e r e n b u r g for thcoming: chs. six (section one) and c h s . n i n e - t e n . 
13. S p i e r e n b u r g for thcoming: ch. six (section two) . 
14. S p i e r e n b u r g for thcoming: chs. four and seven (section one) 
15. G A A « G e m e e n t e a r c h i e f A m s t e r d a m , 347: nr . 562. 
16. G A A , 5020: n r .H , fo.61vs. 
17. See H o u t 1927: 79; O r d n u n g 1598 (unpag ina ted ) . 
18. P o n t a n u s 1614 (orig. ed. 1611); His tor ie 1612. 
19. Oldewel t 1942: 3 1 - 3 . T h e coun t s pe r fo rmed u n d e r Oldewel t ' s super

vision a re not always accura te (see S p i e r e n b u r g 1984: 209), but in th is 
case t he marg in or e r ro r can only have been smal l . 

20. Fo r years of dea r th : Fabe r (J.A.) 1976. 
21 . H a n d v e s t e n 1748: 456. 
22. On the p u n i s h m e n t of beggars a n d gypsies in A m s t e r d a m , see Fabe r 

(S joerd) 1983: 74 -7 ; S p i e r e n b u r g 1984: 129-30, 174. 
23 . G A D - G e m e e n t e - a r c h i e f Delft , Stad: nrs . 1224, 1227, 1228 a n d 

2001-1 , fo. 104 -110vs (and copy in nr . 2010); St. Jor is : nr . 5 9 - l , p p . l - 7 
a n d 18 et seq. 

24. Two v o l u m e s : G A D , Stad: nr . 2120a. H o w a r d (1792: 52) c o u n t e d 90 
i n m a t e s a t Delft in the 1770's a n d 47 m e n a n d 36 w o m e n in 1781. He 
did not specify t he categories to which they belong. 

25. T h e Delft en t ry books themse lves se ldom m e n t i o n t h e offense; th is 
i n fo rma t ion was collected addi t iona l ly f rom t h e c a r d - s y s t e m of t h e 
t own ' s cour t records a t the G A D . 

26. S A H = Staatsarchiv H a m b u r g , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . C l - 2 , pp . 207-10 . 
27. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr. C l - 1 , p . 186. 
28. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 , nr. C l - 1 , pp. 114, 133, 136 a n d C l - 2 , pp . 188 e t seq. 
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29. G A A , 5061: nrs . 581, fos. 149vs and 151; 585, fo. 143, 598, fos. 3 a n d 
lOvs. 

30. G A D , Stad: nr. 2001 -11 (2 Apr i l 1696). 
31. R u s c h e / K i r c h h e i m e r 1939: 6a5. 
32. Bon teman te l (1897, I: 281) conf i rms tha t a possible l eng then ing of a 

pr i soner ' s t e rm normal ly followed upon a d e m a n d by the schout . 
33. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr. C l - 2 , p . l . 
34. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . C l - 2 , p .211. 
35. G r a m b o w 1910, 4 4 - 5 . 
36. Stier 1988: 130-2. 
37. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . A 2 9 - 1 , fo. 30-7 . 
38. SAH, 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . C l - 1 , p . 63, 
39. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . C l - 1 , p . 205 and C l - 2 , pp. 55, 105, 122. 
40. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . C l - 1 , pp. 121, 144, 147 and C l - 2 , p . 68 and A 2 9 - 1 , 

p.44. 
4 1 . S A H , 242-1 -1 , : nr . C l - 2 , p . 300. 
42. S A H , 2 4 2 - 1 - 1 : nr . C l - 2 , p . 131. She stayed for m o r e than th ree years 

after the expi ra t ion of her t e rm . If we exclude th is except ional case, 
t he re a re 15 w o m e n from the a f te r -expi ra t ion g r o u p w h o stayed in the 
poxhouse . W h e n we subtract t he n u m b e r of days the i r cu re lasted 
from the n u m b e r of days they were kept extra, t he average comes out 
at + 133. 

43 . Tha t was also recorded in Cel le a couple of t imes: E m m e r m a n n 1921: 
4 1 . For pa rdons : pp . 28-9 . 
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