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As a result of the criminalization of the 
lives of African Americans, there was a mas-
sive increase in the inmate population by 
black convicts in the South. Once convicted 
of these and other Black Code crimes, former 
slaves turned convicts were sold to farms, fac-
tories, mines, and other locations as laborers. 
Shelden estimated that from 1855 to 1867,  
the percentage of black inmates grew from 
33% to 58%.3 In Georgia, the prison popula-
tion, which was dominated by black inmates, 
grew 10-fold from 1868 to 1908, and in North 
Carolina, the prison population grew more than 
15-fold from 1870 to 1890.4 Similar explosive 
growth in the number of black prison inmates 
was experienced in other southern states, offer-
ing substantial inexpensive convict labor.

The abolition of slavery in conjunction 
with convict leasing led to the same slave-
type lives for many African Americans: one of 

forced servitude at the enrichment of others.5 Convict leasing was lucrative to states and 
prisons and caused inhumane treatment of inmates, including death at the hands of whip-
ping bosses. Convict leasing of inmates fell out of use in the South in the early 1900s: Texas 
stopped in 1910, Georgia halted its use in 1908, and Alabama ended this system in 1928. 
Some evidence suggests that convict leasing never ended, as the modern-day war on drugs, 
in conjunction with privatization of prisons, is nothing more than a contemporary convict 
leasing scheme.

The Reformation Movement
With problems of overcrowding in both Auburn- and Pennsylvania-style penitentiaries, a 

more humane approach to incarceration gained favor. The resulting reformation movement  
commenced at about the same period that slavery was abolished by the Thirteenth 
Amendment. During the 1870 meeting of the National Prison Association (renamed the 
American Correctional Association in 1954), a 37-paragraph Declaration of Principles was 
adopted that called for institutions focused on reformation and rejected the view that pun-
ishment was the definitive goal of imprisonment. This perspective is described in the quo-
tation that opened this chapter, which calls for the moral regeneration and reformation of 
criminals in lieu of cruel suffering. The philosophy of reformation was largely captured in 
the 1924 words of Osborne6:

1.	 Prisoners are human beings; for the most part remarkably like the rest of us.

2.	 They can be clubbed into submission—with occasional outbreaks; but they cannot be 
reformed by that process.

3.	 Neither can they be reformed by bribery in the shape of privileges.

4.	 They will not respond to sentimentality; they do not like gush.

5.	 They appreciate a “square deal”—when they get one.

6.	 There are not many of them mental defectives; on the contrary, the majority are 
embarrassingly clever.

7.	 All of these facts must be taken into consideration, if we want prisons which will 
protect society. Unless they are taken into consideration, our correctional institu-
tions will continue to be what they have been in the past—costly schools of crime— 
monuments of wasted effort, of misguided service.

A Black Lives Matter protester peacefully protests in Ferguson. Do you 

believe peaceful protests like this are effective? Why or why not?

reformation movement: 
A movement born during 
the 1870 meeting of the 
National Prison Association, 
which called for institutions 
focused on reformation.

Declaration of 
Principles: A 
37-paragraph document 
adopted at the 1870 
meeting of the National 
Prison Association that 
called for institutions 
focused on reformation 
and rejected the notion 
that punishment was 
the ultimate goal of 
imprisonment.
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