Osborne’s Mutual Welfare League:

An Experiment in Democratic Prison Reform
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EOMMISSion on prison reform. A Harvard graduate ;
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nd Wilzonian lgeral,
Osborne had long been enr aged 0y this nations prisons. However, Oshorne
undarstood his igrorance of the inner dynarnics of prison life, therefore ne

This would allow him ta persanally obaerve ine inner

burn ot the century, Mew York Siste pricon

considerah Big from that o ragular inmate, he =
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The week of incarceration had a profound inf tusnce on Osbarnz. ")t gave
F

firn an unshaksble convietion that men were o ain

numEn Geings - oriminals, it s true - byt s assentizhiy Yke other oeopls, wha

CoUld respong Lo frisndship and Kitdness, hatred and faar digirusi and

confidence, just about the wal slier human beings respandsd” vianhenbaum,
PR32, p 851 Additionally, it gave him a vivid ssnss o7 the whole schame of
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- perhaps, more than anyining, the monotony ang futiiit
ingrained in the life of the g orisoner. Howewver, or 05adiy more import sntly,

Usborne's experiance as inmate Tam Brown gairned him the resoect and frust

of the inmates and, latar, thair cooperation in Implementing his reforms.
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which was an experiment it inmate self-governance. The oniy weay Lo
qenuinely rehabilitate offenders, build self-reliance, snd run a humsne

responsibility for their own
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institution, Osborne argued, was to o give inmate

affairs (walker, 19307, He began to write on this topic a3 soon as nis reieass

from the week-tong stay st Auturn.

15 inyited ta organize the Good Conduct League

In Fabruang, 1914, 1
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cauld elect their
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at Auburn Pepitentiary As memters af the League, inmate:

awen afficers and enforoe their own standsrds of gizcipling. Serious
infractions would uzuaily resuit in expulsion Trom 1 the Leagque and 1oss of
orivileges. Auburn's 5 Goed Conduct Leagus was d pracursar to the Mutusl
welfars Laague, imolamented by Dsbarn2 In Ayburn, Sing Sing, and Bartsmauin
Nave! Prison - the latter in conjunction with nig gzsiztant, Austin

HacCormick.

Prior to hiz work with the Good Condu ot League, Oshorne had been
afferad the position of warden at Sing Sing. Ondune t3, 1213, the

westehpster County Grand Jury nad condemnned Sing Sing and recomman ided to

the gavernor that a new prison e o anztructed to raplace H (Murtan, 1574]
Shorthy thereafter, following & sen ios of riots and fires, the wardsn of 3ing

Sing was forced to retire under charges of malfeasance. Dsborne was offerad
the yecant position But initialiy declined. Osborne ‘s wark at Auburn hiad Deen
LT

dore in what had amaunted Lo a private capal city. As previousiy 2 tatad he had

heen Chairman of the New York Sigte Prison Reform C omtaission, oyt with the
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:3ing of Gavernor Sulzer, the commizsion had ceazed to exist and his Wk

an The accaeptance of the Sing =ing wardenship
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would comasl him to surrender the freedom that fe had g0 much enjoyed

Syperintendent of Prisong, John oo Bilay, would not arcent Gehorne's
imitial refuzal to canstder the post of wan den of Sing Sing, and insisied that

ke come o Albany for an intaryiesy, A% this point, Ozborne gathecsd 2 groug

of 25 of the inmates he had worked closely with at Aunurm to dizcuss
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that the inmates had signed a petition endorsing his appointment as wardan,

Prior ta hig acoeotance of the post, Osborne had an interview with the newly
elected governar, Charles whitman, wha nromised supnort. With the assurancs
of official support and canfidence in the inmate

gooented the oosttion on Movermnber 19 19714 raors than 8 ye4ar

gat success, Under OsDorne’s suspices, nesr miraciszs

goouirag. The men were freely abie to exerciss in the yard, which had naver

bean allowed previously, Fights Decame rare, hiospitalization for injury
dacrassed, SICanas Decame rare, a353UILS on quards were neariy nonEsistant,
and work oroduction continually increazed. with his new appaintment ta Sing

Sing, Osbarne could cond rger and then mare difficylt

orison. Results at Sing

tacular, altering almost

Q~

eoroe, who estadlished the George

ware derived froem tne work of Wilham |

A

Junior Banuble fa rurad Mewe York juvenile institutiond in 1895, at which
JGahorne had served on the Bosrd of Governors for 15 uears, Howsaver, more of
the cradit should go to Oshorne's voluntary imprisonment, and iz

interaction with the inmatas. In fact, in

the arigin of the Lesgue to his prizon ogi

On his first day g3 acting wardan,

in the dinmng hall, dismissed the quards, and talked diractiy 1o the man

Oeborne deliverad & simole chaitlengs:




Yau are quing te be ruled by Arbitrary pewer, or else you are gaing to rule
yaurs=lf and aszist theze whemn you select. In other words, are you going fo be
held as slaves, ar are you qoing to be treated as men? You must take the
rezpanzibility of men and cne of these responzibilities consists of seeing that the
athers behave (Muthand Gehring, 1936).

Osbarne had now 1aid out the be
he was to empioy through the Mutual welfare Lesgue. Howsaver, Osborne's

specifically, rewards were being given out befors they were earned, thersfore

be good. Second, t
had imposed the council on the inmates. Since the inmates had not taken the
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gRecutive board, inturn, selected & Sergeant-at-Arms who was given the
freedom to s2lect his own deputies and who assumed responsifility for
dizcipiing and crder.

The Sergeant-at-&rms

executive board
delegates themsel

;o of courze, removeble by the scecutive board: the
. in turn_. remavable by the board of delegates, and the
= owere oot onty subject b their constituents

subject to removal by the govarning hody of the s:r‘é.’:n:sn {Tanmerbaum, 1933

15683,

Leagua mambers receivad priv ileges in return o seif-discipiine and
loyaiiy to the 3jnma's~tra ton. Disciphing was handled through a judiciary
buard, established by the sxecutive board, infractions of the rules resulted in

4 suspension of ieague ariviieges.

On the avanin g of his first day in effice, Csborne met with the

guacutive commities of the "Brothernsod” and asked them to draft aplanfora
Judiciary board. The inmates, in turn, suggested th judiciary board axaming
oniy minor cases of disciplinary infractions. Osborne respondad Gu turning
over il cases of discipline to the inmate judiciary bosrd, with tha 2 right of
anyone 1o appeal Lo the warden's court, which included the warden 1, p-:".!nc:i.:ﬁ@'

keaper and the prison doctor

Lieariy, the executive board and the inmmaie courts wers the escential
Instivutions of the orison demeciracy. The axecutive board of nine orisoners
whi weare alecied to office by the board of delagates became the r23) cower

imoortant functicns. Perhaps tha most important of these being the
appointment of the Sergeant-at-Arms. Thiz was such an impartant function

becaise the character and ability of the Sergeant-at-anms determined the

discipiine of the entire community, Additionally, the execuiive board aiss
appoiniad cammitises and designated thelr chairmen. {t received the reports

of thess comimitises and removed ang regiaced members upon them, A Tew of

I’“‘I




the examples of such commitiees include: the education commitise, the
knitting class (where inmates made clothing for charitable erganizations},
and the sanitation commities. 1 also started commitiess Lo manags

athlaet

l_‘tl

o3, entertainment, kitchen/diet, finsnces, reception of wisitars,

religious services, new sarvice implementation, the fire compahy, etc.

Furthermore, the executive commitiee alsa ordered and supervized spacis

alections in the various shoos, a3 well a5 averse
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in many sther orisan

»

proved 20 important because they directiy delermined the nature of tha casas

that were to be fizciniined on

ouris ware therefore o

B ar faiture of the whele scheme of communiiy r'rqarﬂ' = th
prizan community i'l:‘t tt:d the ]ZIII.-HJ'I ]Llulz‘ﬂ:t‘u in i wod T3 45 an agency af

justics nothing was ble {Tanneabasm, 1333 0. 140},

ate court was responsibie for adjudicating neariy ai

& =

discipiinary infractions committed in tha prisan. In Sing Sing the inmats

court consisted of five judges, appointed by the executive board foiiive
mizhths #ach, one baing appointad eacn manlh with no ricnt of Tmmeadiate
reappotniment. Tne court mel in the cnapal and was ooen Lo the publie, that

iz, Lo the prison community and to visitors from the outside. Much Tike the
juveniie courts of the day - there were no lawyers, no prosecuting stiorays,
no egal formula and no precedants. The decision, when randersd was subiect

ta appeal.

The apoeal might be made by the state, te, the ‘warden's reoresentative, the
communty, through the Sergeant who was compelled 1o malntain the dignity of Ris
pastiion, the accuser, the daferzdant aru erne of the witﬂeaaea, ar eval by sny ong

spentatars Tannenbaurm, 1933, pp 161-1628
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rallondie. Typicany, oriveEn UW0 and thiree nundred peonie wouild aopesr o
28 tha case tried; in cases of special interest, many maore wers likaly to

the League for g specific period of time. Suspension sutomaticaily removed

the prizonar from the rights of citizenship in the oo rrmunity which carried

e nf

rasponsiiiity and cortmunity spirtt amonag the orevigusiy rapr:

Within g weelk of gzauming office Jsborne granted 13 speoific
Lo changs the prison ruies. Indoing 5o, he aviended mesningful
‘;izn—maif.‘;ng powers to the inmates, thys

continued support, and encouraging their initistiva. A few weeks iater

Ozborne attempied an even more daring ventyre. Addre S0 ownrkers in

trie knitting shop, Osborne told tharm, "Bo

wirst behaved ounch in the whole orizan - and P going to out g stoo to it

V' going to dismizs gour guards and you'l) have fo ok

= iy

3]

among yourselyves to preserve order” (walker, 19

The inmatas of the

knitting shop were now 1o march

fz the roon whistle Slew and the men cam s 'ﬁ'aa
net a orisen quard inzight. The nesrly 1 r
jard srder thelr own elecied delagaizs s And hvrr t‘r.v-u rmd mrnm fa
the mazs hall . ot g singie guard Wi . Tre men wers gating the

neamday mesl ) 8l inane B room 3 Pd un* a :.nmr guard tnosmght, only the slend: d

sergeant-at-arms and his assisiants 1933, p 1280




The remival of the guards impraved the morale of the inmates and extended

new responsibility 1o the prizon deiegates.

-

Furthermare, an education unit, callizd the Mutual welfare Institute,
waz initiatad by an inmate who succeaded in enrolling betwean 70 and 80
neroant nere was no Himit on the subisct matisr i 3
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Walker, 1939, pp. 12 E 3=
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Hher gutcomes *ﬂur baye been cifted az indicators of the Mutu

wWelfare League's effectiveness include the follawing: 1} The inmates

[y}

thetmsaly

o

z reduced and aimost eliminated drug traffic, 2 Prisoners held
concerts and receptions for the guards and thaiy families. 3} Eeleased

nrmates often returned far raunions, offering encouragement to friends and
relatives stitl gehind bars. 4 Some released inmatas held fund ralsing
"enefits” in New York City, to helo finance Sing Sing orojects (Muth and
Gehring, 1986

Wwith all the soparent success of the Mutuat weifare Laague ohe might

lfl.l

wonder why the League wasz not widely repiicated i orisons throughout the

country. The main reascn appears 1o be tisd to the fact that wardens ware
simply not grepared Lo orovide inmates with the degres of power with which

Oeborne had entrusted them. Additionally, many custody-mindsd officiais

thought that the dzborne system was

simoiy not punitive enough, and that

[x]

thare was no way sh offender’s behavior would be changed 11 & strict and

I'l]

, the

'.1 ]

reqimented routine was not utilized and enforced. On December 22, 1

League's court handied a rather routine case of homosesuatity, Atterwards, @

1acal Repubiican prozecutor gathed an indictment of Osborne on g ranca of

charges including his having "known of, and coverad-up oubiic immerality

-

amaong the inmates”. Aided by 3 herd-line faw and arder gavernar, what might

otherwise have been bizzare wocusations becamse palitically sertous. Osborna

took & leave of absence in order fo preoare his case. However, due to the

.......

queztionsble evidence on which the case was bazed, the court dismizsed the
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