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I. 

Thesis Statement 
 

      Societies from Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Europe, to Nineteenth throughout Twenty-

first Century United States, have pursued means through which to manage its population of both 

indigent and undesirable classes of people. These means manifested in the creation of the Work 

Houses of Nineteenth Century Europe, informed by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, as 

well as the Prison Industrial Complex in the United States informed by the Convict Lease System 

of 1846, and the Three Strikes Law of 1994,  and giving rise to the Prison Industrial Complex to 

include For-profit privatization of jails and prisons in the Twentieth Century. The Work House of 

Europe and the Prison Industrial Complex of the United States are, and have been historically, 

used as institutions for social control of the poor and marginalized of their respective societies.   

     The Work Houses of Europe and the Jails and Prisons of the United States are at times 

indistinguishable. The architecture of both structures are often configured in almost identical 

manner with spiral corridors extending out from a main housing unit. The deplorable living 



conditions found in the Work Houses of Europe, and American Jails and Prisons are yet another 

point of similarity.       

     The proximity of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 and the Work Houses in Europe, as 

well as the Convict Lease System of 1846 in the United States, span a very brief time frame of 

twelve years. Although it is unproven that the Convict Lease System was informed by the Work 

Houses of Europe, both enterprises served as De Facto institutions of confinement and control 

over marginalized populations.  

II. 
Context / Conditions / History Leading to Creation of Work House 

 

     With the progress of mechanization or what is known as manufacturing, the advances gained 

during the early period in European history are undeniable. Manufacturing witnessed the 

production of goods at a rate of production that was heretofore unprecedented. Through 

manufacturing, machines enabled the production of goods such as cotton and wool to be 

produced exponentially faster and more economically than manual laborers. William Radcliffe, 

writing in “Spinning and Weaving” makes the following observation. “If then by the use of 

Machines, the Manufacture of cotton…has met with such amazing success, may not greater 

advantages be reasonably expected from cultivating to the utmost the Manufacture of woollen.”1 

The unbridled optimism expressed by the beneficiaries of this burgeoning industry of 

manufacturing, is only matched by the despair of the artisans of the old handcrafted modes of 

production. As machinery replaced the need for Woollen Spinning for instance, the impact was 

disproportionally felt by female workers. Radcliffe highlights this misfortune. “The Combers being 
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men and boys may possibly turn to some other work, but it is not so much with the wife and 

daughters of the day-laborers… who deprived of Woollen Spinning have no other employment.”2                                                 

The impact of manufacturing was decried as having other unexpected, yet insidious 

consequences, well beyond the loss of wages. Manufacturing began to have a negative 

cumulative effect upon the economic and social milieu of individuals and families dependent 

upon an agrarian way of life. Radcliffe observes, “I am better able to relate particularly how the 

change from the old system of hand-labor to the new one of machinery operated in raising the 

price of land in the subdivision I am speaking of.”3 The price of progress, or the transition from 

the so-called old system to the new reality of manufacturing, is the inevitability of the marginally 

poor, or the so-called respectably poor, falling into the ranks of the poor who are unable to 

sustain a living wage sufficient to prevent them from descending into poverty. Radcliffe writes, 

“One of the formidable consequences of this change now began to make its appearance, the 

poor’s rate, which previous to this change had only been known in a comparatively nominal 

way…”4  

     Historically, Europe attempted to address the needs of the poor through its extensive 

regulation of alms for the poor; how the poor were categorized and how the distribution of alms 

would be allocated. The able bodied poor were distinguished from the poor who were deemed 

poor due to infirmities or age related circumstances. Attitudes about the poor were wide and 

varied, and many divergent beliefs were held pertinent to why the poor were relegated to a life 

of poverty. Dating as far back as the fourteenth century religious institutions participated in alms 
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distribution to the relief of the poor. Writing in “Poverty A History” Bronislaw Geremek observes 

the following concerning OrSan Michele. “In the fourteenth century the brotherhood of OrSan 

Michele…provided partial support…for five to seven thousand paupers, and watched 

permanently over their welfare; in addition it saw regularly to the needs of about a thousand 

poor.”5  The welfare of the poor was not always provided with empathetic or altruistic intentions. 

It is well documented that providing for the poor was a way to bring focus to the institutions 

providing the alms. It was an opportunity to showcase or publicize the pseudo-generosity of 

these religious entities. “Urban charitable institutions also organized alms distributions on a huge 

scale, particularly at the time of the annual banquet of the local brotherhood, which sought in 

this way to reaffirm its prestige and provide a spectacular display of its piety.”6 

     For the poor, receiving alms came at a cost. To be poor and dependent upon charitable 

institutions, allowed for the strict regulation of those who were often assigned to rolls that were 

informative pertinent to their history. In this way, the record keeping on the poor and access to 

their history, is a forerunner to the modern criminal justice system in the United States vis-à-vis 

probation and parole as a mechanism of control and monitoring of the poor. Issa Kohler-

Hausmann, outlines how the modern criminal justice system in the United States serves as a 

receptacle or repository for the poor. Kohler-Hausmann writes in, “Misdemeanorland: Criminal 

Courts and Social Control in an Age of Broken Windows Policing;” “Comparatively trivial 

infractions entangle people in the tentacles of the criminal justice system…and generate records 
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that can be accessed by potential employers…or other important decision makers.”7  According 

to Geremek this is the case with regard to the Order of San Michele. “It is clear that the main 

object of the exercise was to impose more rigorous controls on the poor population…listed in a 

register in which, alongside their names, various details concerning them were inscribed.”8        

     Paradoxically, historically to instrumentalize the poor as a constituency is an opportunity for 

the exploitation of the most vulnerable in our society. Whether the institutions established to 

oversee poor relief in medieval Europe, or institutions established to oversee the poor confined 

within penal institutions in the United States, dealing with the poor is to monetize their misery. 

Geremek writes, “It assumed that the alms collected would be pooled in a common fund…it did 

contain some forceful criticism of the abuses committed by the Church in its administration of 

hospitals and of the misuse of funds destined for the poor.”9 In the United States Criminal Justice 

System the entrepreneurial opportunities to exploit the poor are not only in the CJ System 

proper; however, the many businesses that depend upon the incarcerated or the poor, to profit 

from their confinement continues to expand. One such enterprise is the communication industry 

which charges exorbitant fees to place a phone call. Eric Markowwitz in an article titled, “Making 

Profits On The Captive Prison Market,” makes the following observation. “The American 

incarceration boom has given rise to companies that provide products and services, like phone 

calls for inmates, to government prisons in rather unsavory ways.”10  The business of alms giving, 
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poor relief, or mass incarceration, too often have historically meant the capitalization of 

institutions to exploit the poor.           

     Some beliefs held were that the poor were less favored by God, and those with the good 

fortune of wealth were somehow favored by God, and the poor existed in order for the 

possessors of wealth to exercise their religious faith through aiding the poor. Other societal 

beliefs held were that the poor were simply lacking in fortitude and lacked the motivation to 

improve their lot. In an article titled “Institutional and Legal Responses to Begging in Medieval 

England” by Elaine Clark, the following observation is made. “Seen individually, beggars were 

pathetic and vulnerable…viewed collectively they were thought to be dangerous and willfully 

idle. Parliament’s decision to regulate begging…compelled the king’s subjects to rethink the 

claims of the needy...”11 The nascent theory or belief that the poor constitute a potential work 

force, either for the redemption of the poor in one sense, or for the profitability of the larger 

society, were more or less prominent features of the poor problem in Europe throughout various 

periods of history. “Suspicious of the underserving poor, anxious officials restricted almsgiving in 

the later 1300s and advocated the regulation of labor…Regulatory norms and a pronounced 

concern with discriminating charity were recurrent features of medieval life.”12   

     The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, or New Poor Law, as it is often referred to was a 

response to the growing demographic of the impoverished within Europe. Although other factors 

such as plagues and droughts contributed to the rise of poverty, progress and advancements in 
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manufacturing had a debilitating effect upon the poor. Writing in “The English Poor Law of 1834 

And the Cohesion of Agricultural Society,” Anthony Brundage clearly identifies manufacturing as 

a significant factor. “The early Victorians found in the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act a focus for 

many of the social and moral issues created by the onset of industrialization.”13 

     The Poor Law Amendment Act was not without its critics. Many prominent opponents of the 

New Poor Law opposed its enactment on various grounds. One such influential critic was Thomas 

Robert Malthus who wrote that the New Poor Laws would have an adverse effect on the labor 

market as well as wages. Writing in an article titled, “Malthus and Reform of The Poor Law” A. 

Digby makes the follow observation. “It is suggested that it was as a reformer, as much as an 

abolitionist, that Thomas Robert Malthus (1776-1834) was to influence the shaping of the new 

Poor Law...”14  In 1803 and in 1817 Malthus wrote two significant essays in which he elaborated 

upon his opposing of the Poor Laws. “In these and other writings he criticized the impact which 

the poor Laws had on the labor market and on wages. Poor relief encouraged the growth of 

population and thus increased the supply of labor beyond demand, lowering wages.”15  Prior to 

the 1834 New Poor Law enactment, Europe had many iterations of policies and administration 

of poor relief strategies, with  some more or less successful in their intent. The theories of 

Malthus figured prominently into the debate and shaping of the new poor laws. “The views of 

Malthus were significant in shaping the debate over poor law policy for nearly 40 years before 

the decisive reform of 1834.”16  
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     One prominent proponent of relief for the poor, and a leading voice in the fashioning of the 

new poor laws that would eventually  be shaped in Europe  was Jeremy Bentham, the influential 

philosopher and father of utilitarianism. In an article titled “Writings on the Poor Law” Michael 

Quinn makes the observation concerning Bentham. “He moved beyond the commonplace 

indictment of idleness and drink to recognize that unemployment, ill health, old age, pregnancy 

and childbirth constituted a standing threat to the viability of the families of the rural poor.”17 

Arguably, one of the most significant recommendations made by Bentham is his advocacy that 

relief for the poor not be contingent upon work or labor. The reverberations of this debate is 

evident in our modern society today in the United States, to the extent that the ideological divide 

or fault line within our welfare system is the question, how should welfare and work be related? 

Quinn writes, “He envisaged the provision of medical care, and of ante- and post natal services 

to the independent poor, and the establishment of midwifery schools in a national system of 

workhouses. In ‘Pauper Systems Compared’…above all for its severance of the link between 

subsistence and labour.”18 

     The image of the dystopian Work House in popular culture during the Victorian period is 

etched in our collective consciousness, as we recall the Charles Dickens character Oliver Twist, 

imploring the house manager for more food, food of which one assumes is desirable if your lot is 

of the poorest of the poor. In an article titled “London, Poverty and the working classes, The novel 

1832-1880” by Ruth Richardson, the writer captures the essence of life in the Work House. “Most 

people nowadays know about the Poor Law and its workhouses from Oliver Twist…The image of 
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the skinny neglected little boy asking for more has become a classic.”19   Whatever the proximity 

of the Work House to Dickens so to speak, his father it is reported spent time in a debtors prison. 

Dickens wrote of the horrors and abuses of life in the Work House. “For Charles Dickens, writing 

a novel about the Poor Law was a thoughtful intervention in a contemporary national debate. 

You can hear in his tone of voice – occasionally heavy with satire or irony – that he regarded the 

Poor Law as profoundly un-Christian.”20   

     If the Work House design was intended to discourage entrance into its facilities by the so-

called able body poor, the architectural design of the Work House by architect Sampson 

Kempthrone is as foreboding and dystopic a design as can be imagined. What some refer to as a 

cruciform configuration, or reflecting the shape of the cross, The Work House architecture of 

Kempthrone is indistinguishable from the Penitentiaries of the United States. The first 

penitentiary built in the United States was Eastern State Penitentiary, established circa 1829, and 

was designed by  architect John Haviland from Britain. To the casual observer, a side by side 

pictorial view of Eastern State Penitentiary and Sampson Kempthrone’s Work House, the two 

buildings reflect identical characteristics. Peter Higginbotham, writing in “The workhouse in 

Berkshire” describes the Abingdon Union Work House. “The Abingdon Union workhouse was 

designed by the PLC commissioned architect Sampson Kempthrone…based on American prison 

designs. The high plain walls and rows of small windows reinforced the severe visual effect.”21  

The concern with the architecture of Work Houses, or Penitentiaries, is not only a question of 

aesthetics; however, the impact on the psychological debilitation of its residents is punitive. In 
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an article titled, “Is There Such a Thing as “Good” Prison Design?” by Rachael Slade, the following 

observation is made. “Some would argue that America’s prison problem is very much a design 

problem. Facilities are usually built like fortresses-monoliths in rural locations…and concrete 

block which mercilessly reflect the endless noise inside prisons…”22  This is the architectural 

model informing Sampson Kempthrone’s Work House in 1835, home to women and children, 

mentally ill and elderly, and able bodied men who were potential predators upon the vulnerably 

poor housed in these castles of despair and misery. The Work House of Europe or the Penitentiary 

in the United States may as well have been designed by Dante Alighieri.             

III. 
Work House 

 

     The workhouses of Europe, like the penal system in the United States, evolved and at various 

points in the history of each institution respectively, attempted to define its role as either a 

punitive institution or a rehabilitation institution. In both cases, the former has been the 

dominant characteristic of each. In Europe, the Work House was an infamous destination for the 

poor and was the last place any individual or family would want to enter as a last resort. The 

Work House was intended to serve as a deterrent in the sense that it was harsh and inhumane. 

On the other hand the Work House did provide free education for children along with medical 

attention. Despite the unintended benefits the Work Houses of Europe were notorious. “The 

gates of a workhouse in Hamburg bore the message: Labore nutrior, labore plector (By work I am 

nourished, by work I am punished).   A similar notice, at the entrance to a workhouse in Dessau, 

read: Miseris et Malis (For the Poor and the Wicked).”23  History is replete with tragic accounts 
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of individuals who survived, suffered or died in the custody of workhouses. The case of Edward 

Cooper is one such case that has come to light, however, in no way an isolated incident. Edward 

Cooper was starved to death while in the custody of a workhouse known as Isle of Wight Union. 

In an article titled, “Where is the Fault?: The Starvation of Edward Cooper at the Isle of Wight 

Workhouse in 1877,” by Kim Price, Price chronicles the demise of Cooper. “Edward Cooper was 

a disabled pauper who died of starvation in a workhouse ‘idiot’ ward. His neglect was the result 

of systemic problems, exacerbated by policy,  and the poor law’s free market approach to 

employing doctors in this period.”24 In the case of Edward Cooper, referred to as representative 

of the so-called deserving poor, as opposed to the able bodied poor, he was caught and lost in a 

system that indiscriminately despised and neglected its poor. Though Cooper is a case that 

surfaced and is emblematic of the dereliction of the workhouse, it does not take much 

imagination to comprehend the magnitude or scope of widespread abuse in the workhouse, of 

those who remain anonymous. “The Coopers were the ‘deserving poor’ and should have received 

the cream of charity and voluntary aid. Instead, they slipped through the gaping holes of a welfare 

net stretched wide by recession and the withdrawal of outdoor relief.”25     

     Like the penal institutions within the United States, which have become the De Facto mentally 

ill asylums due to decades of legislation discriminating  against the mentally ill poor, workhouses 

in Europe housed the mentally ill and those misdiagnosed as being mentally ill, with disastrous 

results. In an article titled, “Lunatic Asylum in the Workhouse: St Peter’s Hospital, Bristol, 1698-

1861,” Leonard Smith details some of the deficiencies  at Bristol. “Under the old Poor Law; ‘St 
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Peter’s Hospital’ was opened in 1698…It’s clientele included ‘lunatics’ and ‘idiots…Its many 

deficiencies brought condemnation in the national survey of provision for the insane in 1844.”26   

IV 
Context / Conditions / History Leading to Creation of Mass Incarceration 

 

     The legacy of Africans in America, or Africans in the Diaspora, as Black people are often 

referred to, is a fitting description which informs observers that the tragedy of slavery in the 

United States, and therefore the characterization of these once proud people as slaves, is only a 

fraction of their story. The context and the history of African Americans leading to mass 

incarceration must be understood as a protracted, intentional, and systematic effort by the 

founders of the United States, to marginalize and control an entire cultural population of people. 

At times the marginalization was for free labor, and at other times black people were 

marginalized in order to maintain control of a population newly emancipated, and eventually to 

impede this population from progressing politically, educationally and socially. The intentional 

effort to marginalize and suppress an entire population, has been at the expense of the nation 

itself in terms of development. It is no coincident that in the United States, particularly southern 

states such as Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia and others, are perennially at the bottom when 

ranked for public school performance and test scores. Thomas Sowell, an economist at the 

Hoover Institution, and author of “Wealth, Poverty And Politics” suggests there is correlative 

evidence for this phenomenon. “A society which arbitrarily restricts the education or 

employment of women, for example can forfeit half the human capital potential of its own 
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population…The skills forfeited in this way have ranged from clock-making to nuclear physics.”27 

Such is the case of Vivien Theodore Thomas, born in 1910 and despite segregation and all of its 

debilitating social norms, went on to make significant contributions in the field of medicine most 

notably at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland. During the era of Jim Crow segregation 

much of the work of Vivien Thomas went unacknowledged until many years later, when Johns 

Hopkins awarded Thomas an Honorary Doctoral degree, and HBO produced a major production 

highlighting his life titled “Something the Lord Made.” Writing in Journal of Medical Biography by 

Erdinc Soylu, Thanos Athanasiou, and Omar A Jarral, in an article titled, “Vivien Theodore Thomas 

(1910-1985): An African-American laboratory technician who went on to become an innovator in 

cardiac surgery” the following observation is made. “He overcame challenging personal 

circumstances to become an innovator in pediatric cardiac surgery, despite having no formal 

college education. He played an important role in assisting Alfred Blalock and Helen Taussig in 

the development of the ‘Blalock-Taussig’ shunt…”28         

     Where are the Vivien Theodore Thomas  inventors today? They are incarcerated! How much 

genius has been lost in either United States Penitentiaries or the Work Houses of Europe? In the 

United States context the Jim Crow era was marked by domestic terrorism and arguably worse 

than slavery. Following the Reconstruction period from 1865 through 1875, when African 

Americans made historic progress in everything from banking to education, there was a backlash 

by White America that has debilitated the African American to this date. The systematic 
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destruction of African American life and the pathologies of substance abuse, fatherless homes, 

failure in education, and unprecedented mass incarceration all have their roots in slavery and Jim 

Crow. The phenomenon of lynching was the method most often employed to maintain African 

Americans as an underclass. From vigilante lynch mobs to the theology of White Protestantism, 

the theory of black inferiority and white superiority permeated every aspect of society.  James 

Cone in “The Cross And The Lynching Tree” writes, “I was born in Arkansas, a lynching 

state…White people were virtually free to do anything to blacks with impunity. The violent 

crosses of the Ku Klux Klan…and white racists preached a dehumanizing segregated gospel…every 

Sunday.”29   This is the context of the last one hundred and fifty years that has shaped the African 

American experience. Put another way, African Americans are only thirteen generations of high 

school graduating classes removed from slavery. This is the context and these are the conditions 

that have led to the impoverishment of a significant segment of the African American community, 

and the introduction to mass incarceration. 

V 

Prison Industrial Complex 
 

     Mass incarceration, the Prison Industrial Complex, or the warehousing of African Americans 

began in earnest immediately following the Emancipation Proclamation bringing an end to the 

enslavement of African Americans. The institution of slavery among other things, was a means of 

free labor for not only the south, but the country as a whole benefited from the revenue of 

slavery. With the end of slavery the southern states had to replace its free source of labor. The 

Convict Lease System was the new way of supplying free labor to the south for the railroad 
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industry, mining, agriculture and other labor intense jobs. The state of Alabama in 1866 under 

Governor Robert M. Patton, leased the inmates housed at the penitentiary for labor in and 

around the state of Alabama. For a fee charged to the particular business enterprise by the state 

it would provide free inmate labor. The Convict Lease System became the new source of free 

labor for southern states, and was a lucrative incentive to incarcerate newly freed former slaves. 

It is the Convict Lease System that is the forerunner of the contemporary For-Profit Prison 

System. Thorsten Sellin writing in “Slavery and the Penal System” makes the following 

observation. “In 1866, the governor of Alabama leased the penitentiary to a contractor who was 

charged the sum of five dollars and given a loan. The legislature granted him permission to work 

the prisoners outside the walls; they were soon found in the Ironton and New Castle mines.”30  

     The incarceration of African Americans reached epidemic proportions during the 

administration of then President William Jefferson Clinton, as a result of the so-called ‘war on 

drugs’, which focused government resources on arresting low level street drug users and sellers. 

Insidious laws such as ‘Three Strikes Law’ passed in 1994 imposed harsh sentences, often life 

sentences for menial crimes for repeat offenders. These laws, and the crack addiction plaguing 

African American communities, almost eradicated an entire generation of young black men and 

swelled the penitentiaries across the United States. Historically, addiction in the African American 

community has been referred to the criminal court system, in contrast to the opioid epidemic 

more likely to affect the white populous and treated as a medical epidemic with sympathetic 

drug courts. With a ready population of incarcerated African Americans and often poor White 
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Americans, the criminal justice penal system is able to utilize this labor pool to contribute to its 

state revenue. A News Release by the ‘State of Maryland, Department of Public Safety and 

Correctional Services’ of 2005 boasts the following. “In fiscal year ’05 the former State Use 

Industries had revenues of just under $40 million, profits of $2 million, and a record 1,530 inmate 

workers. Since June 2002, the division has transferred $8 million to the state’s General Fund.”31 

VI 

Institutions For Social Control 
 

     The Work House of Europe and the Prison Industrial Complex of the United States are, and 

have been historically, used as institutions for social control of the poor and marginalized of their 

respective societies. Both the Work House and the Prison Industrial Complex share a similar 

history from architecture to violent control of its residents. Moreover, the threat of placement 

in either of these social control institutions had, and in the United States has, a debilitating effect 

on the communities, and a horrific scar on the psychic of African Americans and descendants of 

European Work Houses.    
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