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OLTSTANDING RESTARCH VWRITING (CORNTINJING STUDITNT;

BURL CAIN, ANGOLA, AND PARCHMAN: THE
NATIONAL INSTITUTION OF SLAVERY

Cameron Dougherty
Class of 2024

Cameron 15 a sophomore from New Orleans, Lowsiana, working toward a degree in International
Studies and Drench at the University of Mississippt. Thus far, their research has been prunarily
concerned with the longstanding histories and nstitutions of oppression enacted by the West,

ABSTRACT

Former warden of the Louisiana State Penitentiary and current commissioner of the
Mississippt Department of Corrections Burl Cain’s career has drawn national attention for lis
supposed heraldry of penal reform. [aving declared himself to be fulfilling a divinely mandated
mussion, Cain has frequently cited Tus criteria of a4 “good prson: good playing, good prayving, good
food and good medicine.”" This article seeks to critically examine these criteria as they relate to
Cain’s tenures in both Lowsuana and Mississippt while answering the following question: what s the
human impact of Burl Cain’s approach to wardency? Despite his tocus on the provision of what is
“good,” the penttentiaries he has managed have been plagued by records of malnutrition, medical
discrimination, relentless proselytization, and scttler colomalism; therefore, this article argues that
the framework necessary to understand the figure of Burl Can 18 the national institution of slavery
and the advancement of the prison-mdustrial complex.

"Rick Bragg, “Tnmates Find Briet Fscape in Rodeo Ring,” The New Yord Fimes (New York: New York Times, October
23, 1996), hups:/ /wwwanytimes.com/ 1996/ 10/25/us/inmates-lind-briel-escape-in-rodea-ring.hunl.


https://www.nytimes.com/1996/10/25/us/inmates-find-brief-escape-in-rodeo-ring.html
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Introduction

The story of America 1s one fundamentally rooted 1n oppression, in the mechanisms of
slavery and labor explottation -- institutions so integral to the American cconomy that the Thirtcenth
Amendment’s abolition of chattel slavery was written with a caveat: “except as 4 pumushment for
crime.” The formalization of 4 constitutional exception to abolition was no mustake: the plantation
South, such staunch detenders of slavery that they infamously undertook sccession and civil war tor
its preservation, needed a loophole for the msututional reestablishment of slavery, simply ludden
under new systems with new names.” The Southern response to abolition has not been one of
acquicscence to federal jurisdiction, but rather onc of tinding loopheles and workarounds so that
compliance 15 technically claimable; while singling out the South for this evolution of slavery into
systems by a different name provides the strongest comparison of medern institutions to the
plantation system of the past, 1t neglects the larger American trend towards the adoption and
utdization of loopholes for slavery - the United States 15 4 mass incarceration state whose prison-
industrial complex 1s nationwide and integral to its operation. Make no mistake: the thought of
slavery may evoke images of the South in the national consciousness, but it remains a national
institution both hustorically and 1n modernity; an examimation of its regional components
necessitates the examination of the American whole, which 1s precisely the aim of the paper at hand:
to conduct a thorough review of the institutionalization of slavery into a system of national mass
incarceration by looking more closely at the South, at two of its most mfamous state penal
plantations and the man that connects them.

What better state to begin with than the one that beasts the highest incarceration rate in the
world?® Yet the failures of the Louisiana government don’t even begin to capture the infamous
reputation held by Louwsiana State Penttentiary, better known as Angola, as one of the worst prisons
in the United States.” That’s in part because its the largest maximum-security prison in the country,”
having routinely received judicial rulings condemning its inadequate medical care® and ranking
among the most dangerous prisons nationally; it holds the only death row in Lowsiana and 1t exports

its violence as tounsm twice a year through the Angola Prison Rodeo,” not to mention the year-

* Flores Forbes, “TTow a 13th Amendment Toophole Created Ameriea’s Carceral State,” T he Crime Ripors (The Crime
Report, June 3, 20197, hl'.ljps:XXl'.hCCt‘imCt‘CpOt‘l‘..Ot‘gXZU1 9/06/03/539754/ : Caroline Kisicl, “T nopholes have
preserved slavery [or more than 150 vears alter abolition,” The Washigron Post {Llie Washington Post, January 27, 20213,
https:/ v washingtonpost.com /outlook /2021 /01 /27 floopholes-have-preserved-slavery-more-than-150-years-afrer-
abolition/.

: Limuly Widra and "Liana Herring, “States of Incarceration: The Global Context 2021, Privon Post y Initiative {Prison
Policy Tmitiative, September 20217,

hups:/ S www.prsenpolicy.org/ global /202 L himlPeclid=ClOKCOIAR ZKNBhDIARLsADPskOW 1y TCINBpWC-H-
YhBekClvag7 il _KOS5IP2]v_Kyb43pd WodMGTSaAICXBEAT aw_wels.

M anren Holter and Teila Barghouty, “A Took At 5 Of The Most Dangerous Prisons in Americn,” Bawde (Bustle, July 20,
2020y, hetps:/ /www.bustle.com/life/worst-prisons-in-america.

> IKathryn Gillespie, “Placing Angola: Racialisation, Anthropocentrism, and Setder Colonialism at the Lowsiana State
Penitentiary’s Angola Rodeo,” in . ledpede (Wiley Blackwell, 2018), 1267,

“Tiam Kenn edy, “Reflections From BExile’: Fxploring Prisoner Writings at the Lowstana State Penitentiary” (Toronto:
Laniversity of Lorontw, 2013), 33 ; Brown v. Cam, Civil Acaon Number 11-103-JJB-SCR.

" 1hid., 8.
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round Angola Muscum that proudly displays the devices of torture and execution that comprise the
penitentiary’s history.” Above all - or rather, what should be considered above all — is the nature of
the prison’s operation upon an 18,000-acre property constructed in the nineteenth century as 4
plantation, built and farmed imtally by enslaved Angolans -- hence “Angola.™ Following the
abolition of chattel slavery, the exception provided by the Thirteenth Amendment assured that
Southern plantations would continue to function as normal plantations whose operators would exert
unilateral control over its laborers - the only difference was that it was then done via convict
leasing, where the convicts were Black men and women whose existence was now crummalized
rather than privately owned, although the nature of crimmalization 15 that of state ownership and the
naturc of convict leasing that of renting ownership of a human being from the state. The
foundation’s unchanged, but the wallpaper’s new; the concept of human ownership remains and 1s
still the basts for the vielent oppression of Black people and the explottation of Black labor, but the
legality behind ownership has shifted from private practice to state-mandated, state-regulated. Under
the framework of convict leasing, southern plantation owners can’t purchase and own slaves -- they
have to go through the government, who's performing their end of the bargain through routine
criminalization and incarceration. Since involuntary servitude and slavery are prohbited except for
individuals convicted of 4 crime, state and local governments create more crimes and more convicts,
Constitutionally banned in 1898, convict leasing provided the groundworik for the next

evolution of slavery, one that took the course of the twentieth century and was completed wath the
rise of the American incarceration state;” in the case of Angola, the plantation was purchased by the
louistana government for the establishment of [Louisiana State Penitentiary in 1901." Convicts were
no longer being leased to plantation owners but being sent dircetly to a plantation by the
government - despite the relabeling of itself as a penitentary, Angola has carried its practce as a
plantation forward into the present. Newly arrived inmates are forced to work, though only one job
1s avatlable to them upon arrival: ficldwork -- plantation work at a plantation whose mansion 1s a
maximum-security prison.”” Fieldwork is required for at least the first three months of an inmate’s
ncarceration, after which an inmate with a clean disciplinary record can apply for a job elsewhere in
the prison, though those jobs are few in supply and routinely dented to people with perfect
records.”

But Angola’s unique for 1ts notoriety, not just its epitomization of the Southern plantation
prison. You don’t have to look far from Loustana to find Parchman in Mississippy, 1ts own state
penttentiary sundarly budt upon 18,000 acres of plantation land purchased by the government in

1901 T'he intentional purchasc of plantations for the placement of Parchman and Angoela

S A neola Museum, “Tlistory of Angola,” Towsiana State Penitentiary Museum Foundation T.omisiana State Penitentiary
Museum Foundation, 2019, hteps:/ /www.angolamuscum.org/history-of-angola.

y Cillespie, “Placing Angola,” 1273-1274.

" Angola, “History of Angola.”

" Ibid.

'? Andrea Armsirong, “Slav ery Revisited in Penal Plantaton Labor,” Lovola University New Orleans College of Law
{New Orleans: Loyﬁia LUruversity, 2012), 874,

" bid.

14 _— . - - -
MDOC, “State Prisons,” hups:/ S www.mdocms.gov / lnsutudons / Pages / State-Prisons.aspx.
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emphasizes the reconstruction of the plantation as penitentiary that occurred throughout the South
in response to abolition, 4 response reflected in the national logos by politicians at every level of
governance.” Like Angola, Parchman carries a history of atrocity, of slavery, torture, and violence —
guards preferred whippings by “Black Anme,” a massive leather strap, and the authortzation of
preferred inmates to kill other inmates at their determunation as their approach to enforcement,
otherwise adopting a practice of neglect and detachedness.'® Excepting violence as enforcement, no
clement of corrections 1s present at the Mississippr Department of Corrections (MDOC)’s primary
facdity -- the mechanism of guard interacton 18 torture, the provision and mamtenance of necessities
considered unnecessary.

So, Parchman prisoners rioted.’” Between July 2019 and January 2020, seven people were
murdered by fellow mmates as buddings have fallen evermore into disrepatr, completely
understaffed™ while funding dwindles — politically ignored despite federal oversight from 1974
unti! 2011* ensuring at least administrative knowledge of Parchman’s decay. As public
demonstration does, the riots drew political attention: Tate Reeves hired Burl Cain as the new
commissioncr of the MDDOC? Cain has experience with the task of reforming a state plantation
pemtentiary -- for twenty-onc vears from 1995 until 2016, Cain received consistent national attention
as warden of Angola. A self-proclaimed reformer more accurately describable as 4 self-believed
prophet,” Cain belicved himself tasked by God to bring “morality” to Angola inmates and so
created a framework of religion for enforcement and rchabihtation. He created an exclusionary
Christian religious community,” constructing chapels and churches and immediately inviting the
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary to establish a prison seminary at Angola;™ a Southern
Bapuist himself, Cain’s focus on Baptism docesn’t stop with the tatth of either the seminary or the
plurality of religious structures constructed -- he implemented the routine broadceasting of

exclusively Baptist Sunday programs™ and strictly encouraged attendance to his weekly Baptist Bible

P Kisiel, T oopholes.”
" lerry Mitchell, “Violence brews at Parchiman: Lack of [unding, not enough guards and decrepit conditons,” Ciarisn
[ eager {Clarion Tedger, Jamaary 8, 2020, htrps:/ Swrwnwclanionledger.com /story/news Sloeal /2020701 /08 / parchman-
prison-riol-mississippi-violence-deterioraton-underfunding /2824006001 /,

" Ibid.

" Ibid.

¥ Giates v. Collier, 501 1°.2d 1291,

B e
Y Micchell, “Violence brews.”

 Terry Mitchell, “Cain vows to rehabilitate, repatr Mississippt prisons,” Haitiesha g Asmevican (T Tattieshurg: Gannetr Co.,,
March 24, 2021},

% Mary Mitchell, “Warden’s ideas could do a lot o help the rest of us,” Chicage Sun-Times (Chicago: Chicago Sun-limes,
Olctober 7, 20037

“Ashton Pittman, “MDOC Nominee Burl Cain’s Colorful Past: Tions, Black Panthers and Baptists,” Méwdu} pi Pree Press
Mississippi Lree Press, May 22, 20200, hups:/ /www.nussissippilreepress.org/ 3286/ mdoc-nominee-burl-cains-color[ul-
past-hons-black-panthers-and-baptists

' Michael TTalletr, “Faith at A neola Prison,”” Commonneal {Commonweal, March 30, 2017,

hups:/ /S www.commonwealmagazine. org/ faith-angola-prison.

® Gwen Lilosa, “Death row inmate, ACLU win [fight to have Catholic Masses shown in cells,” The Times-Pice yome (New
Orleans: The Times-Pieayane, July 7, 20093 https:/ /www.nola.com Snews farticle_2a33¢33-toda-5d2b-b047-
2034c1412d35 himl
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study.™ He coupled his heavy handed prosclytization with a particular care for tourism, nursing the
extstent industry of tourism at Angola via prison tours and the Angola Rodeo wiile creating a new
one through the 1997 opening of the Angola Museum, located adjacent to Angola’s man facility’s
front gates.” As aforementioned, it proudly displays Angola’s violent history with accompanving
wonography of slavery; Angola 1s both plantation and prison, so this Southern industry of prison
tourism 1s intrinsically plantation tourism and carries with it the celebration of a violently racist and
oppressive history and the voyeuristic racism implied by celebratory display.

The best definition of Camn’s praxis of reform is that 1t 1s one of religious revivalism, of
emphasizing moral assertions under a theological framework while supporting relynous mstitutions
as the focus of a pubhcly-funded prison. Cain, however, has provided his own detinttion of his
approach to reform: “It takes four things to run a good prison: good playing, good praying, good

28

food and good medicine. [The Angola Redeoj 1s good plaving.”™ The former two correspond to his
praxis quite well -- Cain says good playing includes his industry of prison tourism, and the good
praying speaks for itself in his heavy handed and restrictive proselytization; the 1ssue 1s that the latter
two are categorically false. Despite raising and slaughtering its own cows, Angala sells that beef for
profit while importing poorer quality meat to feed its population;” the result is a provision of food
that’s munimally edible, a complete sacrifice of quality for affordability representing a conscious
decision to deprive inmates of the products of their labor -- thus generating a profit — while
providing resources of sigmbicantly lower value and thus devaluing their labor, thetr lives and thar
integrity to the state’s plantaton profits. As for good medicme, Cain has been the defendant of
multiple lawsuits challenging his medical neghgence, contronting the subpar medical resources of his
prisons as inhumane.™

Setting legal challenges aside for a moment, Burl Can 1s personally responsible for the
Angola 3: Robert Kang, Albert Weodfox, and Herman Wallace, who spent a combined 114 vears in
solitary confinement at Angola, with the latter twoe cach contributing over forty vears of that total --
the two longest periods of solitary confinement in American history.” The willingness to boast
about the importance of good medicine while simultancously being willing to define the plurahty of
a man’s life as solitary, as seclusion and subjection to torture externally and internally, signal a
stgnificant hypocnisy between diction and action. Any clam Cain can make to good medicine and

good food 1s categorically false; as for praving and playing, ther description as “good” may be

26 Witchell, “Warden’s ideas.”
2 Angola Museum, “Our [oundadon,” hups:/ /www.angolamuseum.org/ loundadon /.
% Rick Bragg, “Inmates 'ind Briel Liscape in Rodeo Ring,” The New York Times (New York: New York Times, October
25, 19963, hitps:/ Swww.nybimes.com/ 1996/ 10/ 25 /us/ imates-tind-briet-escape-in-rodeo-ring.html.
» Beth Shelburne, “Angola’s Angst: A Disquieting Tour through the Largest Maximum Security Prison m the Nauon,”
{ e Bitter Sosilerner {The Batter Southerner, January 21, 20200, https:/ /bittersoutherner.com /angolas-angst-low stna-
pettentary
M Assoctated Press, © Angola inmates: Medieal care at prison is subpar,” Shrep pord Times (May 21, 2015),
hups:/ /www.shreveporttimes.com/story /news/local /louisiana/ 201 5/05/21 /angola-inmates-medical-care-prison-
subpar/ 27709267/ ; Brittany Brown, © Thsability rights eroup sues MDOC for “Snlmmane and discriminatory prisen

I 3 > ¥ mights group ¥l
conditions,” Mississ g pi Tedep Mississippt Today, August 11, 20213
hups:/ S www.meridianstar.com/news/state/ disability-rights-group-sues-mdoc-for-inhumane-and-discriminatory-prison-
conditions/article_cobPad24-66¢1-394¢-b376-cREJ 3701600 ).
H International Coalideon 1o U'ree the Angola 3, hups:/ /angola3.org/.
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subjective, but this paper anticipates that their “goodness” is just as false as that of their
counterparts.

To examune the natonal evolution and mstitutionalization of slavery into a system of mass
incarceration, this paper sceks to more closely examine that evolution’s grossest and clearest
examples 1n Angola and Parchman. Because of Burl Can’s newfound position as commissioner of
the MDOC, he provides a simultaneously sigruficant and topical link between two mstitutions
already so closely tied. Burl Cain’s approach to wardency does httle to improve the quahity of life for
inmates; m fact, lus reforms arguably worsen living conditions and position Can as an mnheritor and
defender of American institutions of oppression, especially plantation slavery and the prison-
industrial complex. In short, his approach to wardency 1s uncthical and begets a negative human

impact.
Literature Review

In discussing elements of mass incarceration, it’s first imperative to ¢stablish the American
mass incarceration state as the status quo; significant amounts of hterature extst on this subject,
including data published by Wendy Sawyer and Peter Wagner of the Prison Policy Inittatve that
breaks down the population of 2.3 milken incarcerated Americans into the type of prison they're
housed (state, federal, local, cic.}, whether or not they’ve been convicted, and the crimes for which
they've been sentenced;” of the 631,000 prisoners of county jails, 470,000 remain unconvicted -
jatls recetve 10.6 million people a year with recidivism rates of at least 25%, although only about
160,000 people are convicted and incarcerated within jails on any given day. As for the unconvicted
that remain imprisoned, the culprit 1s bails set far beyvond suspecty” means, thus secluding them to
sentences that may prove wholly unnecessary upon acquittal. Hurther dluminations offered by this
dataset arc the fact that a tifth of incarcerated Americans have been imprisoned for nonviolent drug
offenses, translating to approxumately 450,000 people; sumiarly, a fifth of the global mcarcerated
population 18 1n America. Morcover, the American justice system operates far past the 2.3 million
people it mncarcerates: nearly 7 milion people are controlled -- the plurality through probation, then
incarceration. 40% of the American correctional population 1s Black whde 39% 15 white, despite the
former comprising 13% of the total population while the latter represents 64%. Fnally, the majority
of the people in prison are poor, the plurality people of color or women; median annual mcomes of
incarcerated people before incarceration are typreally about half of the median annual incomes of
non-ncarcerated people in the same demographics -- the median annual income of non-incarcerated
men 15 $41,250 while that of an incarcerated man before mcarceration 15 $19,650; for women, the
numbers are $23,745 and $13,890, respectively. These figures dluminate unfortunate truths about the
American justice system, particularly the fact that i's ssmply unfatr: the majerity of its poepulation s
poor, Black people are grossly overrepresented while white people are underrepresented, and half a

million people are detaned absent a conviction because of unaffordable bails.

* Wendy Sawyer and Perer Wagner, “Mass Tncarceration: The Whole Puwe 2020, Frior Pei y Initiaiive (Prison Policy
lmitatve, March 24, 2020.




Previously cited in the introduction was Mary Mitchell’s 2003 article in the Chicago Sun-
Times,” in which Mitchell paints a more pleasant picture of Burl Cain and Angola than either
deserves: she even ttled 1t “Warden’s 1deas could do a lot to help the rest of us.” First, 1t's necessary
to emphastze the fact that this article comes from Chicago -- not from anywhere in Loutsiana or
Mississippe, the states Burl Cain 18 most mvolved in, but from Ihinors; as previously mentioned, Cain
drew natonal attention for hus wardency, and that attention often became praise. Moving on,
though, Mitchell’s hook s a call to “sct aside the well-documented unfatrness that has corrupted
America’s criminal justice system”; she continues to mmagine someone that, having spent decades in
prison and grown a “heart hardened by hate,” will eventually be freed and “emerge as walking ume
bombs” -- she’s talking about recidivism, the underlying focus of the article in which Burl Cain
espouses his typical theology. The article becomes pamnfully ironie and entirely untrue when it
decides to mention Angola’s plantation history while neglecting to consider its plantation maodernity:
“the land became a prison operated by profiteers who leased out prisoners to work on farms,
essentially keepiy slavery gomy untl the government took the prison system back m 1901, to
which Cain’s response was, “Can you imagine the misery and suttering that went on?™” Mitchell
depicts slavery at Angola as having ceased in 1901, although the convict leasing that she identifies as
essentially slavery had been banned three years prior. Angola, however, 15 the government response
to that ban - the government’s establishment of a plantation pemtentiary functionally equivalent to
the systems of slavery and convict leasing that predate it. When Maitchell asks Catn about criticism of
hus approach of religious reform at a public mstitution, Camn obfuscates — he defaults to recidivism
rates, boasting that they’ve been cut in half at Angola, despite the fact that recidivism has nothing to
do wath the First Amendment and that the article mentions that 85% of prisoncrs at Angola will dic
there: the vast majority of prisoners at Angola are wholly mcapable of reoffense. Finally, per Cain
himself:

All religions teach morahty -- knowing right from wrong, giving instead of taking. Prisoners

arc very scltish people. They take from others. They want shortcuts and are self-indulgent.

Maorality teaches vou to think of the other person...Prisons have to remove the demon at the

gatc and let the rehgious community have access to prisons so they can moralize the men. 1t

I were an atherst warden, I would stll want my prisoners to be moralized.

LIis prisoners - or at least 77.8% of them -- are Black. When he refers to prisoners, calling them
selfish and demons, 1£'s a specific color he has i mumnd and 1€°s not the 22% white population,

Fven while he was warden at Angola, Burl Cain was heavily involved in Parchman; in 2009,
Shelia Byrd of Alaska ITighway News reported on the graduation of inmates from the New Orleans
Bapust Theological Seminary”s prison semunary at Parchman, at which Burl Cain delivered a
commencement speech.™ Yes, the same New Orleans Baptist 'T'heological Seminary that Cain
invited to establish the first prison seminary at Angola at the beginning of lus wardency -- together

they spread to the pomnt that Byrd reported on it from Canada (Fort St. John, B.C.}. Byed details

2 Mitchell, “Warden’s ideas.”
* Shelia Byrd, "Prison Seminary Program (rives Tnmates 2nd Chance, Become Agents of Change " . Vaséa Hiplaey Neas,
{L'ore St. John: Alaska Highway News, June 12, 200%9),
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thetr spread, noting their expanded operations in Mississippt, Georgia, and Flornda while discussing
the emergence of other religious education programs at other prisons in Virginia, New York, and
South Carolina, Can’s influence upon thus development cannot be understated: ministers at both
Angola and Parchman graduate to become missionaries, to be sent to evangclize at other prisons --
“Cain sard when he first started sending ‘mussionaries” out to other prisons, the culture began
changing there, too.” To be fair, that culture change 18 reduced violence -- Camn cites a single vear
reduction of acts of inmate violence from 500 to 100 and a 43% reduction at Dixon Correctional
TFacdity within six months after the arrival of mussionaries from Angola. Iis approach, though, 18
fire-and-brimstone, telling the Parchman graduates that "everybody's watching vou. They're watting
for you to faill.” Coupled wath his routine rhetorical characterization of prisoners as demons, his
aggressive heavy-handedness can’t be ludden under short-term statistics; Burl Cain s a warden that
considers himself foremost a man of God, a preacher tasked with the moralization of demons - 1t's
a remarkably similar justitication to the one used by Hurope tor colonialism, the delusion of the
divinely-ordamned “cvilizing” mussion of the white savior complex.

Jerry Mitchell's “Burl Cain remade Angola prison in his own image™ explores Burl Cain’s
religion and ts intersection with his reform, noting that his mother warned him that he had to
introduce lus mmates to God; according to Cain, his first execution as warden kept him up at might -
- the man was frightened, had no last words, and Cain felt guilty for not talking to him about God
and his soul. Going forward, he brought his Bible with lim o every execution, holding the hand of
the next person strapped to Angola’s mjecton table under Cain’s wardency. On another personal
note, Mitchell and Catn discuss The Farm, an Oscar-nominated 1998 documentary that catapulted
Angola and Burl Cain to the national consciousness. This article focuses significantly on Cain’s
efforts at reform, at luy mvitation and establishment of 4 prison seminary and subsequent
construction of churches; it turther details the Reentry Court, through which inmates can complete a
training program in two to three years and have a ten-year sentence reduced to two or three vears.
Crediting the Reentry Court, thus article cites a more updated version of Mary Mutchell’s recidivism
stat, pointing to onc three times below the Loutsianan average at less than 10%; Cain has urged
Mississippt lawmakers to establish 1ts own Reentry Court.

Following Can's call to policymakers, Mitchell spends the majority of the remaning article
cnumerating Cain’s actions thus far as warden and his plans for the future; tirst, there exist 433
vacancies amongst MDOC’s correctional officers while their active numbers have dropped from
1,391 1n 2014 to 667 in February of 2021, In the interest of filling vacancies, Caun has asked
pohticians to raise COs” starting salary from 325,650 to $31,971. According to Cain, decaying
infrastructure at Parchman and other Mississippt prisons has been repaired, although nothing
spectfic 15 provided save for the repair of holes in walls; more recently, the Natural Resources
Detense Council and the Scuthern Poverty Law Center have conducted an investigation that
concluded Parchman continues to suffer from its decrepit plumbing, from dirty drinking water to

bathrooms flooded m sewage m flagrant violaton of the Safe Drinking Water and Clean Water
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Acts.™ Furthermore, Parchman has become increasingly incapable of treating its own sewage,
turning instead to dispelling it in surrounding bodies of water;” Cain has a tendency to embellish his
own successes. e says he was horrified by the small portions of food served to MDOC inmates
clsewhere in the state, and so determined that “he 1s ending food service contracts and returmng
prisons to the pracuce of growing food, he said. “we're going to have plenty of big helpmgs and not
feed them wath 4 thumble.”” After the pandemic, he wants to establish MDOC sports leagues and
establish a prison rodeo at Parchman, noting the success of his rodeo at Angola as generating an
annual revenue of $4 million. e cites a marked decrease in violent crime while falding to comment
upon the more-than-fifty inmates that have died at Parchman since the beginning of 2020; Can’s
approach remains Cain’s approach, the rhetoric of “good feod, good medicine, good playing, and
good praying.”

Cainv’s carcer s forever underpinned by scandal, by backroem deal after backreom deal cut
for his own enrichment.™ According to Walbert Rideau, “Cain was like a king, a sole ruler...He
enjoved bemg a dictator and regarded himself as a benevolent one.” As befits a dictatorial approach,
his response to criticisms levied from within the prison, such as when William Kissinger wrote to
IDHHS that a plant established at Angola by Burl Cain in conjunction with [Lowsiana Agri-Can Co.
wis suspictous, with pumshment: he demoted Kissinger to fieldwork -- the fields are not only 4
requirement, but a method of punishment, of enforcement.

Holly Genovese’s thesis “They Held "Their Fists Up: The Myth of the Vielent Black Panther
and the Making of the Angola 37 15 primardy focused upon the Angola 3, the aforementioned
Robert King, Albert Weodfox, and Herman Wallace that cach spent decades of their lives secluded
in solitary confinement.™ According to Genovese, Angola annually produces around four thousand
pounds of vegetables while further mamtaning industrial factories, like the aforementoned Agri-
Can Plant or the T'ag Plant, which produces Louisiana’s Kcense plates.™ While the Angola 3 were
first banished to decades in solitary continement under Murray Henderson — Cain’s predecessor —
the two wardens are both men that completely failed to percerve other men as anythmg but militant
— not humans, certainly not people with familics.

Much of existung journalism focuses on Burl Can specifically -- especially his process and history as
relnous reformer - while much less theory exists for lum humself, opting mstead for analysis of his
prisons and discussing Cain as he relates to those clements. 'This 1s, 1n part, the reason for the
paper’s adopuon of a significantly larger focus; the framework for the research question 1s one that
recognizes Camn’s natonal influence, and thus hus personal influence upon the lives of significantly

more people than those at Angola or in MIDOC facihities. Fxamination of Cain has te take place in
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that context, with the further exploration of Angola and Parchman as the primary institutions he has
been and 1s responsible

for.

Research Methonds
Design

This comparative study 1s entirely an existing data analysis where that existing data 1s
primardy qualitative, thus the study’s analysis 1s sundarly qualitative, Data was collected through the
Untversity of Mississippt Labrary’s OncSearch and Geogle Scholar; cutside of journaksm, the
majority of available data came 1n the form of research articles, theses, and dissertations. Anything
published after 1993, the first year of Burl Cain’s wardency at Angola, until now was considered

valid for the topic.
San ple

The sample became the data that dluminates Cam’s four qualities of a good prison -- good
food, medicing, playing, and praving -- by expanding what he considers thetr defimtion in rhetoric
and practice. Particular emphasis was placed upon data regarding plaving and praving, the prongs by
wiluch Camn’s approach to reform iy defined. To retterate previous points, that playing s prison
tourtsm and that praying 1s rchigious revivalism, both of which are centered in pemtentiary
plantations -- not to mention Cain’s cfforts to turn all MDOC state facthities into penal farms

enumerated 1n the literature review,
Megrprement

Atter data was chosen and determined to expand at least one of Cai’s four qualitics, that
data was consumed and measured. Again, there was a particular emphasis on praying and playing,
and so they became the primary measurements of the study. For the former, I coded religious
revivalism at the mention of prison seminaries, tnmate ministers, rehgious construction, Bible study,
missionartes, and any evocation of God or morality. For the latter, I coded prison tourism at the
menton of prson rodeos, prison museums, and prison tours, As for medicine, I coded demal of
medical resources for lawsuits related to that denial; tor food, 1 coded penal slavery -- Cain wants his
prisons to be self-sufficient, so he wants the prisoners to grow their own food, although much of

the food grown 1s sold for profit rather than locally consumed.
Procecrres
Data was collected through OncSearch, GGoogle Scholar, and Google’s normal search engine.

This data was compiled in Foxit PDT Reader, which T found was the best free software with which [

could keep PDI tabs open. In the process of data consumption, the procedure was to highlight and




annotate those passages relevant to the coding, While I anly read data once, 1 used my annotations
and highlights to more eastly navigate data in the process of writing, No quantitative data was

consumed outside of the dataset presented first in the literature review,
Findings

Burl Cain s, tirst and foremost, a religious reformer. A Bapust himself, Cain invited the New
Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary to establish its first prison seminary at Angola in lus first year
as warden there;* he supplemented this invitation with the construction of chapels and churches,
primarily Baptist ones,” and a weekly Wednesdayv-night Bible study taught by Cain himself.™ Undil
challenged in court, Cain broadcast Baptist Sunday programmung to Angola every week; once
challenged, he expanded the mandatory broadeast to include Catholic programs.” Cain has spoken
repeatedly that God has called him to his work, that he has been tasked wath running away demaons
and bringing morality to selfish men. Iis view of humself 15 thus divinely ordained and his actions
divinely pardencd; despite claims to the contrary, Cain created an exclusionary Baptist community at
Angola and continues 1n the same cffort at Parchman. His conception of “good praying” 1s thus
imposed upon lus mmate populations — some may be Baptist, some may be willing to be exposed to
Baptist preaching, but his specific imposition of Baptism in the process of turmng a prison into a
religious commumty violates his prisoners’ freedom of religion by hmiting the rehgous space
available for them to worship; while the funds used for hus religious reform have been private, the
position he has used to enact them 1s public and the place they've been enacted equally so. This s a
state employce using his position as warden, then commissioner, to proselytize his personal faith and
force his ideas of morality — ideas informed by lus theology — upon hus constituent population; the
wall of separation is thus crumbled.

second to Cain’s status as a religious reformer s that of the rent-secking businessman, the
underlying truth to lus ideas of what “good playing” 15, Ile connects play to tourism and thus seeks
to build an industry of tourism at the prisons he operates; the Angola Roedeo, the most significant
facet of that industry, generated a revenue of $4 mullion while Cain was Angola’s warden — he seeks
to reestablish Parchman®s rodeo in the next few years.” The rodeo is an exercise in voyeuristic
racism; trom Schrift via Gillespie, “In one redee where an African American tnmate was runmng
from a bull (with laughter abounding), a spectator commented to me that the rodeo offered one of
the38ceptable” ways to make fun of black people.™ The prime feature of tourism under Burl Cain is
public torture, coupled with evocations of the Confederacy and the belittlement of Black inmates by
wlute audiences. [ts master of ceremonues, whose dialogue accompanies the rodeo, 1s openly racist:

“Next, severa white men dressed as Native American riders wearing the skins of bison rode out into
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the ring, followed by white men dressed as cowboys with guns firing at them... The MC described
how the “Wild West” was tamed by the “White Man.”*" Under his wardency at Angola, the Angola
Museum was established directly adjacent to the prison’s front gates and stocked with celebratory
displays of the prison’s plantation history." I'ours are routine at Angola, even for high school ficld
trips — my own takes its juntors there annually. This tourism cannot be separated from the plantation
history celebrated in the museumn: Angola s actively a plantation, constructed on the grounds of
plantations, that imprisons a majority-Black population and forces a majorty of its tnmates to work
in the fields. It grows its own crops, ratses its own animals, and sells both for-profit both locally and
nattonally. It carries with it a legacy of violence and oppression congruent with 1ts roots in the
wnstitation of slavery and the institutions it evolved into; rather than focusing his reform on
minimizing or elminating thus legacy, this history, Cain chooses mstead to celebrate it while domng
his best te make the status quo run more smoothly. He is unconcerned with the modern-day slavery
of his prisons, instead concerned with the prosclytization of the people there and finding financial,
public support i the mdustries of tourism he works diligently to create.

While he preaches the necessity of a good prison having good food and has thus decided
that MDOC inmates will start growing their own,” Angola sclls what it creates and imports lower-
yuality options for inmate consumption.” While the food provided may be enough for a healthy
caloric intake, its quahty 1s certainly worse than what prisoncrs laber to create and are deprived of.
As for good medicine, Cain has repeatedly been the defendant of lawsuits challenging him for
inadequate and inhumane access to medical resources.” Forever reflective of each other, Angola and
Parchman sharc similar histories of denying their inmates the proper provision of feod and access to
medicine.”

Burl Cain was lured because of his experience at Angola, essentially Parchman’s sister
plantation: the two are deeply ingrained 1n the same system and share in much of these systemic
errors. But Cain didn’t step sceing those 1ssues in his wardency — 1t wasn’t ever his focus. He was
busy budding and encouraging 4 Baptist commuuuty while developing Angola’s tourism mdustry, and
those are preciscly what have been his focus at Parchman thus far; he docs nothing but encourage
that his prisoners work their prisons like plantations to the pomt that he’s adopted 1t as MDOC
policy — Cain 1s a profit-seeking and proselytization-minded preacher, not a reformer.

The immediate reemergence of slavery through convict leasing followed by the
insttutionalization of convict leasing through mass incarceration constitute the framework of the
modern American criminal justice systemy; in hight of that context, Angola, Parchman, and the other

plantation penitentiaries of the South represent the epttome of an American prison: onc constructed
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explicitly for slavery, that expheitly continues slavery. Burl Cain only serves te abet and enable that
injustice, ymoring it entirely while pursuing aggressive religious conversion and tourism revenue,
The religion 15 control, the revenue its support, and Burl Cain 15 the power-hungry dictator

overseeing it
Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the human impact of Burl Cam’s wardency and
found that he wgnores systemic ssues, be it hus mstitutons” roots i slavery or their madequate
provision of necessary resources, while simultancously prosclytizing the prison to construct a
privatized Christian -- prumarily Baptist -- community and expanding the industry of prison tounsm
through the encouragement of controlled public interactions with his prison. 1t recognizes that this

£l £ % P £
approach to wardency begets a negative human impact, positiomng itself firmly 1n the legacy of

American slavery and its mundset of increasing control over humany” determinism.,

One shortcoming of this study 1s that it was solely an existing data analysis; a more vivad
picture of Angola and Parchman can be painted through on-hand hield experience and would benefit
masstvely from mmmates” direct thoughts on the 1ssue. The existing data, however, serves this
function well -- there exists significant literature on conditions at Angola and Parchman.
Hurthermore, the scope of this study forced the neglect of some key discussions: Cain’s embodiment
of the white savior complex, his extended history of scandalous backroom deals, and tus legacy of
medical discrimination lawswts. Future research should expand on these discussions for a fuller
examination ot Cain’s human impact. On that note, another weakness of the study 1s the testabihty
of the hypothests; measuring its factors involve impact caleulus, of determining whether or not
decreased rates of violence are worth the rehigious and social contrel of a pemtentary. This paper
has determined that diminished vielence 1s not worth that exchange because the penitentiaries are
plantations that actuvely and historically practce slavery, exporting it as tourism to generate profits
that aren’t used to fix the decrepit hving conditions of the prisons. ‘Theretore, Burl Cain’s approach
to wardency 1s inherently harmtul and unjust. When the warden’s role mirrors the enslaver,

incarceration can only be understood as slavery.
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