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OVERVIEW 

This activity guide examines the past and present use of prison labor and its economic 

implications. Students will investigate the role that state governments, legislation and 

private corporations played in increasing the use of prison labor after the Civil War, as well 

as analyze similarities and differences between the use of prison labor then and now.  

 

BACKGROUND 

Throughout the 1800s, different efforts were made to oppress and disenfranchise blacks in 

the South. Immediately after the Civil War ended, Southern states enacted “black codes” 

that allowed African Americans certain rights, such as legalized marriage, ownership of 

property, and limited access to the courts, but denied them the rights to vote, to testify 

against whites, to serve on juries or in state militias, or start a job without the approval of 

their previous employer. With the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments 

during Reconstruction, these codes were repealed as African Americans were granted the 

rights of citizenship, including the right to vote. 

 

But with the end of Reconstruction in 1877, Southern states began stripping African 

Americans of their rights and enacted laws that effectively criminalized black life.  So called 

“pig laws” established harsh penalties for petty crimes such as stealing a pig or a fence rail.  

Vagrancy laws made it illegal to be unemployed. Harsh contract laws penalized anyone 

attempting to leave a job before an advance had been worked off. Because of these laws, 

which stayed on the books for decades and were expanded once the Jim Crow era began, 

the numbers of African Americans in prison rose dramatically. 

 

The growing numbers of people arrested, convicted and sent to prison posed another 

problem.  After the Civil War, the South’s economy, society, and government were in 

shambles. The prison problem was especially challenging, as most prisons had been 

destroyed during the war. Previously, African American slaves had been subjected to 

punishments at the hands of their owners. With government ineffectiveness and an 

increase in both white and black lawlessness, the problem of where and how to house 

convicts was significant. 
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Initially, some states paid private contractors to house and feed the prisoners. Within a few 

years, states realized they could lease out their convicts to local planters or industrialists 

who would pay minimal rates for the workers, thereby eliminating costs and increasing 

revenue. Markets for convict laborers quickly developed, with entrepreneurs buying and 

selling convict labor leases. Unlike slavery, employers had only a small capital investment 

in convict laborers, and little incentive to treat them well. Convict laborers were often 

dismally treated, but the convict lease system was highly profitable for the states and the 

employers. 

 

In the early 1900s, dramatic stories of the abuse and wretched conditions of convict 

laborers began to be publicized through trials and newspaper accounts. The egregiousness 

of the violence and corruption of the system began to turn public opinion against convict 

leasing. Though many citizens and politicians wanted to abolish convict leasing, the 

problem of the expense and difficulty of housing convicts remained. As public sympathy 

grew toward the plight of convict laborers, Southern states struggled over what to do. The 

loss of revenue would be significant, and the cost of building new prisons would be high. 

Eventually, many Southern states stopped leasing out their convict laborers, instead 

putting them to work on public projects in chain gangs. 

 

Chain gangs were groups of convicts forced to labor at tasks such as road construction, 

ditch digging, or farming while chained together. Some chain gangs toiled at work sites 

near the prison, while others were housed in transportable jails such as railroad cars or 

trucks. The improvements they made to public roadways had significant impact on rural 

commerce, allowing planters to more quickly and easily transport their crops to market. 

 

Chain gangs minimized the cost of guarding prisoners, but exposed prisoners to painful 

ulcers and dangerous infections from the heavy shackles around their ankles. An 

individual’s misstep or fall could imperil the entire group, and chains prevented individuals 

from moving away from aggressive or violent prisoners. Chain gangs eventually gave way 

to work gangs — groups of prisoners who worked off-site and under guard, but not in 

chains.  

 

For additional background, visit the following from the Slavery by Another Name Theme 

Gallery: 

 

Black Codes and Pig Laws: 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/themes/black-codes/ 

 

Chain Gangs: 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/themes/chain-gangs/ 

 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

 

1. What role did prison labor play after the Civil War?  
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2. How did laws like the vagrancy statutes increase the numbers of African Americans 

in prison? 

3. What are some similarities between the use of prison labor after the Civil War and 

the use of prison labor now? 

4. Which sectors of the American economy employ today’s prison laborers? 

 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 

 

ACTIVITY: A NEW PROFIT SOURCE 

 

Materials 

• The Role of Convict Labor in the Industrial Development of Birmingham  

1. Share with students the following text from the Thirteenth Amendment:  

 

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime 

whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United 

States.”   

 

2. Facilitate a discussion about the inclusion of “except as a punishment for crime.” Ask 

students about the implications of this exception.  

 

3. Prepare to view the film clips, “The Economics of Labor” “Emancipation and the 

Work Force” and “Black Codes & Pig Laws.” Facilitate a discussion using the pre- and 

post-viewing questions.  

 

4. Prepare to view the film clips “Convict Leasing” and “Chain Gangs.” Facilitate a 

discussion using the pre- and post-viewing questions.  

 

5. Share the following quote with students. Explain to students that John T. Milner was 

considered a father of southern industrialization who helped to develop the city of 

Birmingham, Alabama, and who also used convict laborers. 

 

“Negro labor can be made exceedingly profitable in manufacturing iron, and in 

rolling mills provided [there is] an overseer – a southern man, who knows how to 

manage Negroes.” — John T. Milner 

 

6. Facilitate a discussion about the quote that considers similarities and differences 

between slavery and convict leasing as labor sources. 

 

7. Have students read “The Role of Convict Labor in the Industrial Development of 

Birmingham.” Facilitate a discussion about cheap labor and industrialization using 

numbers provided in the text to calculate costs to corporations and potential profits 

to states. 
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8. Assign students to research and write a report about the rise and use of prison labor 

in the South after the Civil War that includes origins, information about supply 

mechanisms, industrialization, decline, and contemporary connections. 

 

ACTIVITY: CASHING IN CORRECTIONS 

Materials 

• Companies Cashing in on People's Prison Stripes? | NPR 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=90726858 

1. Facilitate a discussion about the use of prison labor today. Inquire about any laws 

(similar to the vagrancy statutes) that may help to drive the prison pipeline today.  

 

2. Have students listen to “Companies Cashing in on People's Prison Stripes?” Facilitate 

a discussion about the present-day use of prison labor and its role in our economic 

system.  

 

3. As a class, visit the Corrections Corporation of America’s website 

(http://www.cca.com/). Direct students to CCA’s claims that it is the nation’s largest 

owner and operator of privatized correctional and detention facilities and one of the 

largest prison operators in the United States, behind only the federal government 

and three states. CCA also says it owns and operates more than 60 facilities, with a 

design capacity of more than 85,000 beds in 19 states and the District of Columbia. 

a. Next, guide students toward the “Investors” section of the website. 

b. In the “Recent News” section of the Investors portal, ask students to research 

the total revenue CCA generated the last calendar year. 

c. Compare the current year’s total revenue to that of years past, as reported in 

prior press releases. Ask students to generate a line graph to depict visually 

CCA’s revenue over the last three years. 

 

4. Using the “Stock Information” section of the site, ask students to chart the historic 

prices of CCA’s shares from today’s date, back to that same date three years ago. Ask 

if the stock price has increased or decreased since then. Ask students to consider 

who benefits as CCA’s stock value rises. 

 

5. Facilitate a discussion that compares and contrasts the use of prison labor after the 

Civil War and the use of prison labor now.  

 

6. As an extended exercise, ask students to research CCA’s largest shareholders. 
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ACTIVITY: CONTEMPORARY SUPPLY 

 

Materials 

• Prison Economics Help Drive Ariz. Immigration Law | NPR 

http://www.npr.org/2010/10/28/130833741/prison-economics-help-drive-ariz-

immigration-law 

• How Corporate Interests Got SB 1070 Passed | NPR 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=131191523 

 

• The Hidden History of ALEC and Prison Labor | The Nation 

http://www.thenation.com/article/162478/hidden-history-alec-and-prison-labor 

 

• Senate Bill 1070 | State of Arizona 

http://www.azleg.gov/legtext/49leg/2r/bills/sb1070s.pdf 

1. As a class, listen to “Prison Economics Help Drive Ariz. Immigration Law” and “How 

Corporate Interests Got SB 1070 Passed.” These reports discuss Arizona’s passage of 

controversial legislature that critics say legitimizes racial profiling of Latinos within 

the state. Ask students what they believe to be the consequences, if any, of this 

profiling. 

 

2. Students also should read “The Hidden History of ALEC and Prison Labor,” which 

discusses the American Legislative Exchange Council’s role in lobbying for tougher 

incarceration legislature, such as the “three strikes” law, to help ensure a steady 

flow of convicts to hire. Ask students to draw any parallels they see between how 

laws like the vagrancy statutes helped to create a steady flow of convict workers. 

 

3. As a class, review the Senate Bill 1070 that Arizona passed. Have students identify 

any portions of the law that they see as discriminatory. Ask students to interpret 

and discuss the following questions: 

a. How has the ongoing immigration debate shaped this law? 

b. Do any portions of the law encourage racial profiling of Latinos as possible 

undocumented workers, as critics allege? 

c. How might some private prisons use this law to exploit people who look like 

they might be undocumented workers?  

 

4. Assign students a research project, in which they investigate which private prisons 

or nonprofits in their state lease their convict labor to other private companies or to 

the state, just as the state of Florida awards contracts to PRIDE Enterprises. Tell 

students to use the Pride Enterprises website (http://www.pride-enterprises.org/) 

as a starting point to help direct them toward possible participating economic 

sectors within your state. Be sure to have students investigate what kinds of work 

prison laborers in your state perform. 
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MULTIMEDIA CLIPS 

The Economics of Labor 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/classrooms/economics 

This video clip discusses the economic and political drivers of developing a new labor 

source after the Civil War.  

 

Emancipation and the Workforce 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/classrooms/economics 

This video clip examines how the black workforce changed after slavery.  

 

Pre-Viewing Discussion Questions for “The Economics of Labor” and “Emancipation 

and the Workforce” 

1. What had been the South’s major labor force prior to the Civil War? 

2. What was the economic condition of the South after the Civil War? 

Post-Viewing Discussion Questions for “The Economics of Labor” and “Emancipation 

and the Workforce” 

1. How were economics and politics linked to finding a new labor source after slavery 

was abolished? 

2. What role did coercion play in developing a new post–Civil War labor system? 

3. How did the black workforce change after going from enslavement to emancipation?  

 

Black Codes & Pig Laws 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/classrooms/economics 

This film clip explains how Southern states enacted laws that criminalized black life.   

Pre-Viewing Discussion Questions 

1. In what ways are laws connected to labor? 

 

2. Do you know of any specific laws that increase or restrict labor supplies? 

 

Post-Viewing Discussion Questions 

1. How did certain laws criminalize black life? 

 

2. How did these laws promote a forced labor market? 

 

3. In what ways were these laws precursors to Jim Crow laws? 
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Convict Leasing 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/classrooms/economics 

This film clip explains the horrid conditions of convict leasing. Unlike slavery, employers 

had only a small capital investment in convict laborers, and little incentive to treat them 

well. Convict laborers were often dismally treated, but the convict lease system was highly 

profitable for states and employers. 

 

Pre-Viewing Discussion Questions 

1. In what ways would convict leasing benefit businesses today?  

 

2. How many people do you think the United States imprisons annually? 

 

Post-Viewing Discussion Questions 

 

1. Why did convict leasing prove profitable for states and businesses in the South? 

 

2. How did states that practiced convict leasing criminalize black life to ensure a 

steady flow of prisoners for the convict leasing system? 

 

3. In our modern-day society, can you think of any populations whose actions are 

unfairly criminalized? 

 

 

Chain Gangs 

http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/classrooms/economics 

This film clip explains how chain gangs grew in popularity. Chain gangs were groups of 

convicts forced to labor at tasks such as road construction, ditch digging, or farming while 

chained together. 

 

Pre-Viewing Discussion Questions 

 

1. Have you ever seen a chain gang or a work gang performing a service? 

Post-Viewing Discussion Questions 

1. What kinds of projects did chain gangs perform? 

 

2. Why did chain gangs prove to be an effective alternative to convict leasing? 

 

3. What perils did one face as part of a chain gang? 

 

4. How have you seen chain gangs portrayed in popular culture? How do those 

depictions compare to the facts we now know about chain gangs? 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

The Prison-Industrial Complex | The Atlantic 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1998/12/the-prison-industrial-

complex/4669/ 
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