
Confusedism
Honest Labor. “You must not do any work; they say it will depreciate mine,
Convict Labor. “All right. If you, your wife, and children will work for me, and be taxed by high 
rent, dear food, etc., to keep me in board and lodging, I don’t object 

Funded by:
Brown University Committee on Slavery and Justice 
Cogut Center for the Humanities

Contact:
arthur @ brown .edu

Prisons, Labor and the American Project
Arthur Matuszewski ‘11
Brown University, Department of Africana Studies

Prison and the American Project
In early colonial America, prison served as a representation of America’s exceptional qualities. As prison became a zone of 
forced labor aiming to steward society toward moral correction, the inmates’ work came to symbolize redemption as much 
as it signified a return into the societal fabric. Apart from atonement, labor gave offenders a way to gain the knowledge to 
function in society while cultivating the virtues that evolved as part and parcel of the American experiment.

Purposes of Punishment
Criminal punishment, broadly, operates around four central goals: incapacitation, deterrence, retribution and 
reformation. The evolution of these goals toward reformation has charted a long arc from cruelty as spectacle to a 
gradual transformation of public life, a changed perception of the body and a redefinition of moral character. In short, 
prison evolved from a place focused on removing offenders from society, punishing them and preventing further 
offenses to one aiming to transform offenders via a temporary removal from society. Culminating in reformation, the 
notion of the offender returning to a state of liberty through salvation and restitution through forced labor in particular 
offered a scalable metric by which to measure one’s repaid debt and potential for reintegration into society. Seeking to 
combat the moral culpability of idleness, prison labor both individual and separate offered a means for offenders to 
redeem themselves by reforming themselves into working practitioners of the American ethic.  

Labor and American Exceptionalism

In America, Tocqueville observed, “the notion of labor was presented to the mind on every side as the 
necessary, natural, and honest condition of human existence.”  This mindset informed the essence of 
America’s claims to building a new global order, representing the democratic ideals of opportunity  at the 
root of the nation. A common set of civic virtues that celebrated hard work alongside thrift, integrity, 
self-reliance, and modesty informed the ‘Protestant ethic,’ a way of life and national ambition that was 
reified and defined by figures such as Benjamin Franklin. Labor, to a free man, meant proper service to faith 
and family and a complete economic citizenship within the state providing him liberty. It simultaneously 
granted him a means to a life while imbuing this life with an idealized meaning.

Forced Labor and Redemption
The fundamental question at the root of forced labor asks whether the removal of a prisoner’s liberty carries with it a subsequent removal of 
the prisoner’s rights to free work and the products of his own labor. The ethical basis for prison labor shifted in the 1500s when punishment 
systems began to express morality so as to correct bad habits, or ‘civilization offensives’ through imprisonment.  In seeking to usher in a new 
civilized morality, clergymen slowly shifted the earlier medieval conception of the poor as Christ-like and worthy of alms to one viewing them 
as lazy, idle, and morally disrepute individuals.  To correct for the bad habits, noncriminal categories of punishment used forced work as a 
means to overcome poverty and create a person suitable to enjoy liberty. Samuel R. Wood, the warden of Pennsylvania’s Eastern Penitentiary, 
stressed that inmates could reform by moving from a state of solitary confinement without labor to one in which they would themselves come 
to desire individual work and the saving grace of the Bible.

“ For the time, during his term of service in the 
penitentiary, he is in a state of penal servitude 
to the State. He has, as a consequence of his 
crime, not only forfeited his liberty, but all his 
personal rights except those which the law in 
its humanity accords to him. He is for the time 
being a slave of the State. He is civiliter mortus; 
and his estate, if he has any, is administered 
like that of a dead man.
-- Ruffin v. Commonwealth, 1876

Further Questions and Considerations
Tocqueville saw prisons as sites where questions of ethical citizenship were formed, and used his study of them to articulate both America’s 
ambitions as a civilizing force and its specific moral identity. Prison labor is a specific distinction of the broader question of incarceration itself, 
as it goes beyond questions of freedom of body to questions of freedom of production and of proper ownership of one’s life. Prison labor today 
raises questions not only of its effect upon the moral and ethical standing of prisoners and the institutions in which they reside. It also raises 
ethical questions of what is essential about labor outside of the prison, in how the products of inmate labor influence the distribution of labor 
and services within broader society and if free labor is merely an economic distinction or one regarding the status of liberty itself. Fundamentally, 
the many arguments raised by imprisonment and penal labor center on the ethical question of what – in terms of property and ownership rights – 
and who is entitled to what sorts of liberty: as prisoners, as working members of society, and as a body politic deeming itself fit to decide the 
punishment of others. In a protest assembled December 9th, 2010 by inmates rallying for equal compensation for jailhouse labor across prisons 
in Georgia, a 20-year-old inmate at Hays State Prison remarked: “We committed the crime, we’re here for a reason. But at the same time, we’re 
men. We can’t be treated like animals.”  This feeling has animated the long arc of moral progress carved by American prisons, and calls for a 
broader consideration of how the ethical gambit between equality and liberty in prison labor ultimately defines our shared humanity.

Alexis De Tocqueville
Alexis De Tocqueville was a seminal historian of the American project. An outsider whose observations captured the imagination of 
an aspiring country, his analyses of the early prison systems of America and his ruminations on equality and democracy formed the 
basis for what came to be known as American exceptionalism. In raising fundamental questions of what a just society would entail, 
Tocqueville came to see the state’s punishment apparatuses as bellwethers of America’s new ambitions toward moral leadership in 
the world. Tocqueville valorized the American virtues that he saw as “liberating man to the finer impulses of human nature, “ crafting 
both a reflection on and a cause for the development of new punishment models befitting a country seeking to define itself anew. 

Alexis de Tocqueville, Théodore Chassériau (1819–1856)
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“prisons were like hospitals for patients laboring under moral diseases.”
 argued Francis Lieber, in the preface to Tocqueville’s study of the prisons


