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Opinion MISSISSIPPI’S INFORMATION SOURCE SINCE 1832
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Mississippi is moving in the right
direction with smart justice policies.
Lawmakers and Governor Phil Bryant
have recognized that Mississippi’s ob-
session with mass incarceration is too
heavy a burden on communities, fam-
ilies, and taxpayers’ pockets. While
criminal justice reform bills like HB
585 from 2014 and this year’s HB 387
help to reduce the prison population
and make Mississippi safer, we still
have a long way to go.

Mississippi’s addiction to prison
has placed us in the number three spot
for highest incarceration rates in a na-
tion that leads the world in locking up
its citizens. The state’s prison popula-
tion has grown nearly fivefold. More
alarming is that while black men make
up only a third of the state’s popula-
tion, they constitute 65 percent of the
prison population, which translates to
one in 30 black men in prison.

Many of those in prison don’t need
to be there, and locking up all of them
is expensive. Mississippians are
spending upwards of 170 percent more
on corrections than in the 1980s, foot-
ing a $330 million bill. If we really want
better outcomes for the criminal jus-
tice system in Mississippi, we must be
wiser with these precious dollars that
could be rerouted to infrastructure,
education and economic stimulation.

The ACLU of Mississippi’s Cam-
paign for Smart Justice and the Urban
Institute recently released a report
that lays out the drivers of mass incar-
ceration and recommends remedies
that could cut the state’s prison pop-
ulation by 50 percent by 2025.

One of the things Mississippi could
do to reduce incarceration is to elim-
inate cash bail for low-level offenses.
Mississippi incarcerates more than
12,000 people in county jails, where
the majority of those incarcerated —
about 56 percent — have not been con-
victed of a crime and are awaiting trial.
While they are locked up, they stand to
lose their jobs, their housing, their cars
— even their children. And spending
time in jail raises the probability of a
guilty plea and a conviction.

Mississippi’s cash bail system
causes the less affluent to stay locked
up because they are too poor to make
bail. Wealth-based incarceration in-
tensifies discrimination in the crimi-
nal justice system. Individuals who are
jailed while awaiting trial are more
likely to plead guilty and accept longer
sentences than people not held in jail
pretrial. The state legislature should
set limits on the use of cash bail and
impose standards for the detention of
people who have not been convicted of
a crime to ensure people’s constitu-
tional rights are not violated.

The state should also consider al-
ternatives to incarceration, such as
substance abuse treatment and diver-
sions to other support services, as well
as decriminalization of marijuana.
Programs that include substance
abuse counseling can help correct be-
havior and keep people out of prison.
Legislators could also enact sentenc-
ing reform that reduces time for less
serious drug and property offenses. 

Finally, Mississippi should look
hard at prosecutorial practices fo-
cused on convictions and harsh prison
sentences at any cost. Prosecutors and
judges have the power to lower prison
admissions and reduce time in prison.
Prosecutors have discretionary au-
thority on what crimes to charge and
which plea bargains to offer. Judges
decide what conditions to impose on
someone pretrial and which sentences
to impose. This serves as a major driv-
er of mass incarceration and com-
pounds racial disparities throughout
the justice system. Prosecutors and
judges should stop setting high money
bails, and instead look at assessment
tools aimed at informing decisions
about appropriate release conditions
and alternatives to incarceration.

Smart justice policies are critical to
improving the quality of life for all Mis-
sissippians. Reducing sentences alone
will not rid Mississippi of the racist
structure that created the conditions
of the Jim Crow South nor disturb the
architecture of the New Jim Crow. It
must take a comprehensive approach
with all stakeholders at the table.

Jennifer Riley Collins is executive
director of the ACLU of Mississippi.
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Eudora Welty teaches us to listen —
not just to one another but also to the
voice of history. But even a talent as
great as hers needs a fertile environ-
ment in which to grow and thrive. Mis-
sissippi was, and is, such a place. It is a
natural home for storytellers. Today,
state and national leaders are affirming
this truth by placing the first marker of
the Mississippi Writers Trail on Miss
Welty’s quiet, tree-lined street in Jack-
son before her elegant Tudor home and
garden.

As chairman of the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities and as a Mis-
sissippian, I am proud to have worked
with the Mississippi Humanities Coun-
cil to award a special bicentennial grant
for the creation of the newest cultural
trail for the state. Our federal agency
was also an early funder of the Missis-
sippi Blues Trail. NEH has awarded 62
grants, totaling more than $14 million,
to the state in the past decade.

NEH has contributed more than a
million dollars for projects on Miss Wel-
ty’s literary work and photography, in-
cluding $450,000 for educational pro-
gramming at the Eudora Welty House.

Speaking of her childhood, Miss
Welty wrote that “It had been startling

and disappointing to me to find out that
story books had been written by people,
that books were not natural wonders,
coming up of themselves like grass.”

I hesitate to disagree with a single
sentence in One Writer’s Beginnings,
but Miss Welty’s stories are, in fact,
natural wonders. They come toward the
reader out of the tall grass, from behind
a live oak tree or across a freshly plowed
field, walking along the levee as the
evening sun goes down into the muddy
river.

Her stories are rooted in place. And
they keep us rooted, too.

When I went through the U.S. Senate
confirmation process this year, I dis-
cussed how our agency might best
serve Americans outside of the large
coastal cities, including those in rural or
underserved areas. I quoted Miss Welty
to underscore my viewpoint: “A shel-
tered life can be a daring life as well. For
all serious daring starts from within.”

As a boy seeing her at the Jitney
thumping a melon to judge its ripeness,
as a student reading her in a darkened
library, as a bookish traveler in a foreign
land, I was learning from her what may
constitute a “daring life” — a life devot-
ed to the arts, humanities, and the pur-
suit of knowledge. She was giving me
permission. She was giving thousands
of us, hundreds of thousands of us, per-
mission.

This new trail gives permission, too.
It will follow the lives and works of Wil-

liam Faulkner, Jesmyn Ward and other
internationally acclaimed writers to
where they found the muse or were
found themselves.

The cultural trail system is an exem-
plary example of the catalytic role that
state and federal government funding
can play in cultural tourism. Every dol-
lar that NEH invests in a community
generates five dollars in economic ac-
tivity.

This project is a collaboration by the
Mississippi Humanities Council, Mis-
sissippi Arts Commission, Mississippi
Development Authority, Mississippi
Department of Archives and History,
and other partners.

Together, these organizations tell a
full and complex story of a remarkable
place through vibrant new museums,
heritage trails, music and book festi-
vals, performance venues, and other
cultural centers. My colleagues and I
look upon this approach as a national
model.

Our nation has many talented writ-
ers. But passing few, at any time or in
any place, have been what Miss Welty
was and continues to be: a national
treasure. Today, her beloved state
claims her as such for all time.

Jon Peede, a native of Brandon, is
chairman of the National Endowment
for the Humanities, a federal grant-
making agency in Washington, DC.
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South Africa has been thrown into
the news because of President Donald
Trump’s recent tweet that he instruct-
ed his secretary of state to “closely
study” alleged land seizures from
white farmers in South Africa.

Earlier this year, a land confiscation
motion was brought by radical Marxist
opposition leader Julius Malema, and
it passed South Africa’s Parliament by
a 241-83 vote. Malema has had a long-
standing commitment to land confis-
cation without compensation. 

I have visited South Africa several
times, in 1979, 1980 and 1992. My
three-month 1980 visit included lec-
tures at nearly all South African uni-
versities. The 1992 return visit, two
years after apartheid ended and two

years before democratic elections, in-
cluded lectures on my book “South Afri-
ca’s War Against Capitalism.” During
each visit, my counsel to South Afri-
cans, particularly black South Africans,
was that the major task before them was
not only ridding the nation of apartheid
but deciding what would replace it.

That’s an important question. Wil-
liam Hutt, the late University of Cape
Town economist who was an anti-
apartheid voice within the academic
community, wrote in his 1964 book,
“The Economics of the Colour Bar,” that
one of the supreme tragedies of the hu-
man condition is that those who have
been the victims of injustices or oppres-
sion “can often be observed to be inflict-
ing not dissimilar injustices upon other
races.” In 2001, Andrew Kenny wrote an
article titled “Black People Aren’t Ani-
mals — But That’s How Liberals Treat
Them.” Kenny asked whether South Af-
rica is doomed to follow the rest of Afri-
ca into oblivion. Kenny gave a “no” an-
swer to his question, but he was not very

optimistic because of the pattern seen
elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa. He ar-
gued that ordinary Africans were better
off under colonialism. Colonial masters
never committed anything near the
murder and genocide seen under black
rule in Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Nige-
ria, Mozambique, Somalia and other
countries, where millions of blacks have
been slaughtered in unspeakable ways. 

South Africa leads in mining, food
production and critical infrastructure,
such as power production and railroad-
ing, in southern Africa. But it’s going the
same way as Zimbabwe, spelling disas-
ter for the entire southern part of Africa.
What’s needed most right now is for
South Africans to adopt some of the
principles enunciated by Nelson Man-
dela, one of which is, “You will achieve
more in this world through acts of mercy
than you will through acts of retribu-
tion.”

Walter E. Williams is a professor of
economics at George Mason University.
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