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The 13th Amendment is 
known for formally 
ending chattel slavery 
and involuntary servitude 
following the Civil War. 
However, the 
Amendment contains an 
exception clause allowing 
slavery “as a punishment 
for crime,” which has been exploited to
perpetuate forced labor in prisons. 

THE THIRTEENTH AMENDMENT

The Sentencing Reform Act
of 1984 created new

sentencing policies for
people found guilty of

federal crimes. It abolished
federal parole and many
rehabilitation programs,

required courts to impose
new and longer prison terms,

and reduced good time.
Additionally, several
mandatory minimum

sentencing provisions were
enacted in 1986, 1988, and

1990. 
 

SENTENCING REFORM 
ACT OF 1984

 

Following the Civil War, many Southern States enacted so-called
“Black Codes.” The Codes were a set of laws that created a regime

governing the behavior of recently freed African Americans. The
Black Codes represented a continuation of formal 

white supremacy and a continuation of 
the social control of chattel slavery. 

 

THE “BLACK CODES”

The Anti-Drug Abuse Acts of 1986 and 1988 were part of the federal
government’s ‘War On Drugs.” These laws reinstated use of the death
penalty, increased sentences for lower-level drug crimes, and instituted
racially discriminatory sentencing disparities between crack and powder
cocaine. 

ANTI DRUG ABUSE ACT OF 1986

The 1994 Crime Bill helped explode mass incarceration. It
included a federal “three strikes” law, expanded the death
penalty, created the sex offense registry, and allowed children as
young as 13 to be tried and imprisoned as adults. It also eliminated
funding for prison education, required states to spend more on
policing and prisons, and reduced standards 
of care in federal prisons. 

1994 CRIME BILL

The Truth in Sentencing
Act was part of the 1994
Crime BIll. Through so-
called “truth in sentencing,”
the bill encouraged states
to pass laws requiring
people convicted of violent
crimes to serve a minimum
of 85% of their sentence
before becoming eligible
for parole. Through this
provision, the federal
government gave states
money for prison expansion
while reducing
opportunities for early
release. 

TRUTH IN SENTENCING

In 1996, President Clinton signed the Prison Litigation Reform Act, or
PLRA. The PLRA makes it harder for people in prisons to file lawsuits in
federal courts, and makes it harder for those courts to change prison
conditions. It also requires that people in prison “exhaust” all other
avenues for grievances before filing a lawsuit, and makes them pay
filing fees to do so. 

PRISON
LITIGATION
REFORM ACT

In 1996, President Clinton signed
the Anti-Terrorism and Effective

Death Penalty Act. Contrary to its
name, the bill is not only about

“terrorist” acts or the death
penalty. Instead, it rolled back the

writ of habeas corpus, which
allows people to raise issues
related to their conviction in

federal court. As a result, people
who were falsely convicted or who

had serious issues in their trial
have a harder time getting relief in

court.
 

ANTI-TERORISM AND EFFECTIVE
DEATH PENALTY ACT 

 

 "The United States is home to 5% of the world's
population, but 25% of the world's prisoners." 

- Former President Barack Obama

"Black men have
no rights that white
men are bound to
respect by law." 
- Supreme Court

Justice Roger Taney
 

 "Beginning with a prison population of just under 200,000 in
1972, the number of inmates in U.S. prisons has increased by
more than 1 million, rising to 1.4 million by 2003. along with
700,000 inmates in local jails either awaiting trial or serving short
sentences, a remarkable total of 2.4 million Americans are now
behind bars." - Race To Incarcerate by Marc Mauer
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