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grandparents and extended families in
India, and transcultural cultivation as a
form of labour and carework. The con-
clusion, “Dismantling Dependence,”
discusses the implications of rising au-
thoritarian and revanchist politics in the
US and India and offers suggestions for
reforming the Visa system.

The Opportunity Trap is highly teach-
able and would work well in undergradu-
ate and graduate University courses
related to work, migration, gender, and
the family. Scholars who teach courses
on labour will appreciate the countless
examples of how immigration pathways
tied to labour and dependency erode or-
dinary peoples’ sense of self-worth and
their intimate ties with others. Scholars
with research interests in power and la-
bour may be especially keen to extend
ideas from this book into an accounting
of the opportunities and challenges of
solidaristic organizing or labour activism
among high-skilled workers and their
dependents. Rigorous, heartfelt, and in-
tersectional, The Opportunity Trap is an
important contribution.

NEDA MAGHBOULEH

University of Toronto

Helen Johnston, Barry Godfrey, and
David J. Cox, Penal Servitude: Convicts
and Long-Term Imprisonment, 1853-1948
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2022)

PENAL SERVITUDE provides an extensive
look at the convict system, which persist-
ed for almost a century, a crucial phase
in penal history sandwiched between
the transportation of convicts and the
emergence of the ‘modern’ prison. In at-
tempting a history of such a sprawling set
of practices and ideologies, the authors
take both a chronological and a thematic
approach. The book traces the origins,
expansion, and eventual demise of penal

servitude as a sanction while also pre-
senting themed chapters that focus on
subjects such as life inside the prison,
class, gender, and sexuality.

Chapter 1 presents the ‘early origins’
of what would become the convict prison
system. As is now understood, there was
a need for a ‘home-grown’ answer to the
question of punishment once the trans-
portation of convicts abroad was coming
to an end. The authors convincingly show
that transportation did not so much ‘end’
as gradually dwindle to nothingness.
Administrators, nevertheless, could see
the direction of travel and were presented
with a significant, albeit forced, opportu-
nity to re-imagine punishment. Chapter
2 continues the examination of the be-
ginnings of the convict system, zeroing
in on the practicalities of ‘building the
convict prison estate’ and exploring the
first 25 years of this new regime. What
the book successfully does is draw out
just how much was repurposed from the
system of transportation, and how ideas
and innovations that had once been ap-
plied to convicts going to Australia could
be modified and applied to those being
sent to convict prisons in Britain.

Chapters 3 and 4 review the evidence
on what life in the convict prison was
like, taking in the everyday but essential
concerns such as regime, labour, and
education, an overview of progression
and resistance, and a look at the health
and diet of convicts. These chapters pres-
ent a sense of the parameters of convict
prison life that structured an inmate’s
time, tracing how these shifted according
to the various reforms enacted over the
decades. For example, these chapters ex-
amine the confounding system of marks
and progressive stages, the various ways
of classifying and categorizing prisoners,
and attempts to impose meaning on the
prison population through a system of
semiotics that extended to all aspects of
prison life, including dress and diet.



Chapter 5 takes an intersectional lens
to the convict prison, exploring issues of
gender, sexuality, and class. On the mat-
ter of gender, it is now generally under-
stood that prison was designed with men
in mind, and women as an afterthought.
This chapter explores the question of how
female convicts were to be treated and
what regime modifications were neces-
sary, such as the use of refugees. The dif-
ficulty of dealing with the small numbers
of women in the system was obvious to
administrators immediately. The authors
take a sample of 288 female convicts, pro-
viding a ‘typical” profile of these women.
Most of the women had been imprisoned
for larceny, they tended to live in urban
areas, and most had stolen clothing or
money. Most of the women would only
serve one sentence of penal servitude but
had been convicted of previous minor of-
fences. The women were equally likely to
be married or single and showed a great-
er age range than male convicts. While
most women had committed larceny,
there was a cohort of women sentenced
to penal servitude for the crime of infan-
ticide. The book contains a number of
evocative images, one of which (124) is an
illustration depicting a row of seated “red
star women,” condemned to imprison-
ment for life for the crime of infanticide
(from Working Convict Prison, c. 1889).

Questions of motherhood were inevi-
tably of consequence to prison adminis-
trators. Half of the women in the sample
of 288 were mothers, and these women
had a slightly different profile; they were
older, were more likely to be widows, and
were more likely to have served multiple
penal servitude sentences. One of the pe-
rennial issues with confining women in
prison is, of course, that accommodations
must be made for pregnancy, childbirth,
and the presence of infants in prison. The
authors detail that there were nurseries
in the early female convict prisons, and
children stayed with their mother until
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the age of two before being sent out to
live with family members or to be kept
by the parish. This system changed with
the introduction of industrial schools, af-
ter which pregnant convict women were
kept in local prisons until they had giv-
en birth and were no longer nursing, at
which stage infants were taken from the
mother to be kept by family or placed in
the workhouse or industrial school. This
system effectively removed an unwanted
expense for the prison.

Chapter 6 follows convicts through the
myriad routes to release, revealing the ex-
tent to which this question of paramount
importance rests on gender. There were,
generally speaking, two routes out: release
on license and Discharged Prisoners Aid
Societies (support). One question this
chapter explores is what exactly was the
license for? They write that the license was
in many ways a continuation of practices
adopted in Australia. Relying on a simi-
lar structure, it served different purposes
back in Britain. For one, it cut down on the
substantial (and somewhat unexpected)
costs of running the convict prison system
on home soil. It was not designed as a cost-
saving measure, but it did function in this
capacity. Release on license also served as
a form of control over convicts, attempt-
ing to instill compliance. Finally, in rare
cases, release on license could correct
perceived injustices that had occurred at
the trial and sentencing. For women, 200
of the 288 female convicts in the sample
were released on conditional license to a
refuge, where they spent on average from
six to nine months in institutions which
sought to minister to their moral reforma-
tion. Women could only avail themselves
of this system once. Refugees of this na-
ture proliferated in Britain in the late 19th
century, catering to the morally wayward
and most often being run by charitable,
often religiously-minded organizations.
This gendered post-prison system was
very important for three decades.
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Chapter 7 overviews one of the re-
curring concerns raised about the
convict prison system, the matter of re-
cidivism, taking as its focus the Gladstone
Committee, which reported in 1895. The
birth of the convict prison system oc-
curred within a burst of short-lived pe-
nal optimism. However, the publication
of judicial and criminal statistics from
1856 meant that the government could
not hide the levels of recidivism. While
convicts sent to Australia caused little
concern among the British public, that
ceased to be the case when this cohort
was imprisoned in Britain and reoffend-
ed in Britain. This contributed to a pe-
riod of real crisis in the 1880s and 1890s.
The Gladstone Committee emerged from
this crisis, striking down many of the
punitive excesses of past decades and
ushering in a somewhat more reforma-
tive period. Inevitably, perhaps, there is
less discussion of the later decades of the
convict system. Its end, when it came,
had been on the cards for decades as the
distinctions between penal servitude
and ordinary imprisonment became in-
creasingly meaningless. Penal Servitude
is the first book-length treatment of the
penal servitude sanction. It comes at a
time of increasing interest in historical
perspectives on crime and punishment,
something the three authors have an im-
pressive track record on. It represents a
unique methodological endeavour that
foregrounds convicts’ lives and the cre-
ation of ‘whole-life’ histories. These
narratives are reconstructed through a
diverse range of sources, including the
prison records of individuals as well as
making linkages through other sources,
including Old Bailey Online. This meth-
odology presents a real strength of the
book, and the authors take efforts to fore-
ground not only high-profile administra-
tors but also to give space to the lives of
the largely anonymous convicts.

The authors write that the convict
system was one that seemed to have “no
heirs” yet the concerns that surfaced over
the century of its existence and the so-
lutions devised to meet these are every-
where around us. From the political and
media discourses on crime and punish-
ment and calls for deterrent severity to
the intractable problem of imprisoning
pregnant women and mothers.

Penal Servitude unpicks a century of
penal history in Britain, drawing on in-
novative archival approaches to tell the
story from above and below. The authors
take pains to lay bare the nature of penal
shift and its evolution through the years
of the convict system, demonstrating the
messiness and contingency inherent in
its existence.

LyNSeY BLACK

Maynooth University

Patrick Guillaudat et Pierre Mouterde,
Les couleurs de la révolution. La gauche
al’épreuve du pouvoir. Venezuela,
Equateur, Bolivie : un bilan a travers
I’histoire (Paris : Editions du Syllepse,
2022)

« LEs cOULEURS de la révolution » est un
essai bien documenté et tres stimulant
portant sur un sujet quon penserait
relégué aux musées d’histoire et qui
pourtant est encore a l'ordre du jour en
Amérique latine : la « Révolution ». On
pourrait croire que l'usage du terme de
révolution pour référer au virage a gauche
au Venezuela, en Equateur et en Bolivie
au tournant du millénaire est quelque
peu exagéré. D’aucuns affirment qu’il ne
s’agirait que de gouvernements populistes
de gauche ou d’autres d’une alternance
parles urnes. Pourtant, au-dela du fait que
les gouvernements de gauche de ces trois
pays se sont revendiqués de la révolution
(bolivarienne, citoyenne et autochtone,



