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FINAL PROJECT

Resources on Blackboard

Think about reaching out/conversations

Deadline tomorrow
Have website set up with outline (can change later)
 Think about group grading option (due next week)



RECAP

A paradox?

Three simultaneous processes?

Who is confined and why?
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INDIAN RESERVATIONS

“Alongside the penitentiary and the plantation, the 
reservation was emerging as a third major zone of 

enclosure, divestment of rights, and identity 
transformation on the American scene.”

~ Caleb Smith, The Prison and the American Imagination, p.178



AFTER EMANCIPATION

Christopher Adamson, “Punishment after Slavery: Southern State Penal 
Systems, 1865-1890”
 Social Problems
 Published:1983

Alex Lichtenstein, “Good Roads and Chain Gangs in the Progressive South: 
“The Negro Convict is a Slave”
 The Journal of Southern History
 Published: 1993



AFTER THE WAR

Civil War (1861-1865)
 13th Amendment (1865)
 14th Amendment (1868)
 15th Amendment (1870)

Reconstruction (1865-1877?)
 Federal troops leave
 Lynchings, violence
 Jim Crow (poll taxes, literacy tests)

Legalized segregation
 Civil Rights Cases (1883)
 Plessy v Ferguson (1896)
 Progressive Era (1890s-1920s)



PUNISHMENT AFTER SLAVERY

1. Main argument?

2. Evidence?

3. Persuasive?



PUNISHMENT UNDER 
SLAVERY

Two separate systems of punishment?

Reasons for punishment?
 White felons = violating norms of freedom
 Slaves = rejecting rules of bondage

South = “closed society”?
 “exhibited status inconsistency”
 Poor whites, white criminals, free blacks



“PROBLEM 
POPULATION”

Black Codes?
 Vagrancy laws
 Hiring-out system
 Sentenced to hard labor
 Special licenses for non-agricultural work
 Restricted movement, cannot rent land

Economic destitution?
 Extremely low wages
 Sharecropping
 Debt peonage



CONVICT LEASING

1. Arrest

2. Conviction

3. Handed over to private 
company

Bigamy

Homosexuality

Miscegenation

Illegal voting

False pretense

Using obscene 
language

Theft of items valued 
at a few dollars

Selling whiskey

Violating contract

Vagrancy

Selling cotton after 
sun set

Carrying a concealed 
weapon

Bastardy

Gambling



PYRAMID OF (LEGAL) POWER

BUYERS

LARGE LANDOWNERS, 

ENTREPRENEURS, 

MINOR INDUSTRIALISTS

PROCURERS

CONSTABLES, STORE OWNERS,

LOCAL JUDGES, “SPECIAL CONSTABLES”

“UNEDUCATED AND CRUDE” (129)

“ILL-DEFINED CASUAL JUDGES” (129)

What legal mechanisms 
were used?

“Crimes”
Warrants
Arrests
Judges
Trials

Convictions
Plea deals
Contracts



THREAT AND RESOURCE

• “both a potential threat to 
the existing system of 
government and class rule 
but also a potential 
resource” – why?

• “County courts were virtual 
employment bureaus” –
why?

• Terminology?

• Both men and women?



1643 TAX LAW (VIRGINIA)

“too weak to produce” (“dependents”)
 English women
 Children 
 Old men

“capable of making their own living 
based on market value of tobacco 
cultivated” (taxable)
 English men
 African men
 African women



SOUTHERN INDUSTRIALIZATION

• Role of northern interests?
•Mining
• Lumber
• Railroads

• Subleasing prisoners?

• Growth of monopolies?

• Vigilante action?

• Lack of money to rebuild prisons?



RACE AND CLASS
Convict leasing and segregation?
 Rationale?

Crime control = race control?

Conditions in southern camps?
 Make-shift huts, rolling cages
 High mortality rates
 Disease and accidents
 Deliberate cruelty and neglect
 Dangerous work



CONCLUSION?

“The convict lease system was an economic substitute for 
slavery, but also a political replacement, insofar as it 
helped to redefine the boundaries of the South on the 

basis of color… the Redeemer governments 
systematically deprived the freedmen of economic 

opportunities, and through vagrancy laws, sharecropping 
arrangements, and disenfranchisement, enforced a new 

kind of class rule on what was, after all, a problem 
population. The convict lease system was an ultimate but 
very effective mechanism for keeping blacks politically 

and economically subservient.”



GOOD ROADS AND CHAIN 
GANGS
1. Main argument?

2. Evidence?

3. Persuasive?



GOOD ROADS 
MOVEMENT

Initiated in 1892
 Connect major population centers
 Develop national economy

Vocal about using convict labor
 Attacked convict leasing
 Simultaneous benefits to state and 
convicts

Ford Model T entry on a rutted, unpaved road during a 1909 
transcontinental race from New York City to Seattle, Washington. 
Ford Motor Company Archives



LABOR SYSTEMS

Statute Labor
Unpaid work on public projects that 
is required by law (labor tax)
 Periodic, short-term obligation

Convict Labor
Unpaid work as a method of 
punishment and/or discrimination
A long or indefinite period

Arguments made for convict labor?
Who is making them? Why? What 

interests are advanced?



“CONVICT ON THE ROAD IS 
THE SLAVE OF THE STATE”

A Georgia road gang 
in Rockdale County in 
1909, shortly after the 
state abolished convict 
leasing. 

(Vanishing Georgia Collection, 
Georgia Department of Archives 
and History)



SUFFERINGS OF THE 
CONVICT

“Ultimately, Progressive 
reformers, using the chain 
gang, reclaimed for the state 
the means with which to fulfill 
its duty to constrain and uplift 
the black race; unfortunately, 
in the process the sufferings 
of the convict were ignored.”



CONVICT LEASING/ 
LABOR

“Crimes”?
 Petty crimes – gambling, carrying a 
concealed weapon, drunkenness, 
fighting, disorderly conduct, loitering, 
and vagrancy

If not road work, then where?
 Short-term or seasonal labor
 Turpentine camps, saw mills

Convict leasing ends; chain gangs 
begin?

“Benefits” of convict labor?



IMPACT OF RACE?

“but race was far more 
significant than sunshine” 
– why?



ROLE OF THE STATE?

“the state abandoned its role as 
a recruiter and seller of forced 

labor used for capital 
accumulation and the 

exploitation of the South’s 
resources in extractive 

industries.”

“Instead, the state became the 
direct exploiter of that labor in 
an effort to build and maintain 
a transportation infrastructure 

that might contribute to the 
expansion of the manufacturing 

and commercial sectors.”



CONCLUSION?

“Penal reform – the abolition of convict leasing – and the good 
roads movement were inseparable components of one particular 

attempt to bring the South into the twentieth century… progress, in 
this case the creation of a modern transportation network, and 

tradition, unfree black labor, were symbiotic. This lends credence 
to the picture of southern Progressivism as antidemocratic, racially 

intolerant, and labor-repressive. The substitution of the public 
chain gang for the private convict lease did not bring about the 
demise of these antimodern tendencies in the region but rather 

reconciled them with the advent of modernity.”



QUESTIONS?

Tomorrow:
 TWO readings
 Create website (due by start of class if not already done)


