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Metadata justice & exploitative labor

1. Background
2. Argue: Prison labor is exploitative
3. Propose: An intervention centered in metadata justice



Scale of incarceration

Country Prison Population Total Prison Population Rate 
(per 100,000 people)

United States 1,767,200 531

UK (England and Wales) 87,793 146

France 74,513 109

Canada 32,261 85

Finland 2,839 51

Source: Date from Institute for Crime and Justice Police Research, World Prison Brief Data, as of October 2023



Disproportionate impact on BIPOC

U.S.
● Percent of Black Americans in the general population: 12%
● Percent of people in prison or jail who are Black: 38%

Canada

● Percent of Indigenous peoples in the general population: 5%
● Percent of people in prison or jail who are Indigenous: 25%



Types of prison labor

Traditional prison work or operational assignments
● Work necessary for the running of the prison
● Kitchen work, custodial work, laundry, etc.

External work release programs
● Work that occurs outside of the facility
● Firefighting, agricultural facilities, slaughterhouses

Correctional industries
● State or federally run programs that create goods or services that are sold at reduced costs 
● UNICOR: American Federal Industries Program
● OPI: Ohio Penal Industries



OPI (Ohio Penal Industries) Products & Services



Is prison labor inherently unethical?

No. Possible value of prison labor to 
incarcerated people:
● Money
● Enjoyment or satisfaction
● Develop skills for post-

incarceration



Exploitation

“To exploit someone is to take unfair advantage of them. It is to 
use another person’s vulnerability for one’s own benefit.”

Matt Zwolinski and Alan Wertheimer,
“Exploitation,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2016.



Mutually beneficial exploitation

“Exploitation can also be mutually beneficial, where both parties 
walk away better off than they were ex ante. What makes such 
mutually beneficial interactions nevertheless exploitative is that 
they are, in some way, unfair.”

Zwolinski and Wertheimer, “Exploitation” (2016).



Exploitation

Exploitation takes advantage of someone “in a way that degrades or 
fails to respect the inherent value in that being. It is this lack of 
respect that explains the badness of exploitation.”

Ruth J. Sample, Exploitation: What it is and why it’s wrong, 2016.



Incarcerated people earn $0.03 for every $1.00 their labor generates.

$0.03



Wages

Incarcerated people in OH earn (2017):
Regular jobs (non-industry)
● $0.10-0.17 per hour

OPI (Ohio Penal Industries): 
● $0.21-1.23/hour

Ohio minimum wage:

● $10.10 (set to increase to $10.45 on Jan. 1, 
2024)



Penal Labor Exemption

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as 
punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly 
convicted, shall exist within the United States.” 

Thirteenth Amendment, U.S. Constitution 
Ratified December 6, 1865 



Incarcerated people received…

$1.45 per hour

Oklahoma Department of 
Corrections received…

$7.25 per worker per hour 
(equivalent to Oklahoma minimum 
wage)

Yearbook Project wages



Total revenue of the Yearbook Project (2020-2022) for Oklahoma Department of Corrections
From reporting by Wendy Suares

$629,740



New Hampton School Board website
# 1 OCI Service Agreement Rev 10.12.2020

“OCI may, or may not, choose to 
distribute them [i.e., digitized images] 
to other agencies or vendors (i.e. other 
libraries, schools, genealogy societies, 
historical societies, or museums, etc.)”



Ancestry.com



Do incarcerated people value the money they earn?

Sometimes.



Dr. La’Shawn Yvonne Littrice

On her experience working while incarcerated:

Unicor is one of the greatest sources of income based on inmate labor which contributes 
millions of dollars to the prison industrial complex. [One]  issue is that Unicor makes products 
for the Bureau of Prisons, which are purchased by the Bureau of Prisons; which means they are 
essentially getting paid to make the products the prisons purchase for use. This is nothing 
other than slave labor.” (p. 181)

Littrice, L.Y. (2021). The truth about a lie: The criminal justice system, is it just? Community Psychology 67(1-2), 179-83.



Path to employment

● Stigma
● Applicable skills



Enjoyment, satisfaction, passing the time

“There would be nothing to do if I didn’t work for Correctional Industries.”
Quoted in Richmond, K.M. “Why work while incarcerated? Inmate perceptions on prison industries employment.” Journal 
of offender rehabilitation 53(4): 240.



Blaine Nelson

On indexing the Freedman’s Bank records:

“Before we started, I had no idea the impact this work would have on me and the other inmates, but how can you work with records like 
this and not feel compassion? …

“These records were teaching me compassion, empathy, sorrow, and concern for others. After each session I would go back to my 
cell and wait until the lights were off and I was alone. Then I would cry because there was a time when I, too, had mistreated people.” (p. 
11)

In Smolenyak, M. (2002). Honoring our ancestors: Inspiring stories of the question for our roots. Ancestry.



Volunteering: is there a moral difference?
Maybe.

But remember: mutually-beneficial exploitation



Metadata Justice

“Metadata justice refers to the use of accurate and appropriate language in metadata systems like 
library catalogs.

When we describe people, places, and events, the words we use matter. Using accurate and 
appropriate language helps us communicate. It can also promote justice for groups of people who 
historically have experienced systematic inequality.”

Karie Antell, “Metadata Justice [University of Oklahoma LibGuide],” (2022).



Proposal Label items, collections, and databases that 
benefit from exploitative labor.



Reparative (re)description

Archival practice of descriptive interventions that address the perpetuation of systemic and 
cultural bias.

See, inter alia:

● Robichaud, D. 2021. “Integrating equity and reconciliation work into archival descriptive 
practice at the University of Waterloo.” Archivaria 91:74-103.

● Wilson Special Collections Library. 2022. “A guide to conscious editing at Wilson Special 
Collections Library.” UNC University Libraries, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
https://library.unc.edu/2022/06/conscious-editing-guide/

https://library.unc.edu/2022/06/conscious-editing-guide/


Everett Public Library
Everett, WA
No mention of OCI or the Yearbook 
Project (which we know was 
involved from local reporting in 
Herald Net).



Milvale Community Library
Milvale, PA
Mentions OCI Yearbook Project, but does not expand on the 
acronym or provide information about the exploitative labor.



Rock Island Public High School
Rock Island, IL
Explicitly thanks Oklahoma Correctional 
Industries and the Yearbook Project for 
“providing this digital edition.”



Proposal Label items, collections, and databases that 
benefit from exploitative labor.

1. Include a general statement that 
incarcerated people performed integral 
labor in exploitative conditions

2. Considering including name(s) of worker(s)







Proposed Statement:
South Dakota State Historical Society 1905 Census Data Index

This database was made possible by the exploitative labor of 
incarcerated people at the Women’s Prison in Pierre, South Dakota.



Proposed Statement:
Yearbook Project

These yearbooks have been made accessible by the exploitative labor of 
incarcerated people in Oklahoma prisons.



https://libraryguides.mcgill.ca/genealogy



Issue: Stigma What about the possibility of a boycott or 
public backlash?



Answer What about the possibility of a boycott or 
public backlash?

● Don’t rely on exploitative labor.
● Use a more neutral attribution.



More neutral statements:
Remove [exploitative] and derivatives

Example 1: Yearbook Project
These yearbooks have been made accessible by the [exploitative] labor of incarcerated 
people in Oklahoma prisons.

Example 2: South Dakota State Historical Society 1905 Census Data Index
This database was made possible by the [exploitative] labor of incarcerated people at the 
Women’s Prison in Pierre, South Dakota.



Suggestion for approaching this at your institution

● Begin with Wilson Special Collections Library’s recent “Guide to Conscious Editing” 
(2022) to begin a discussion of (re)describing items and collections

● Consider adopting an institutional Metadata Justice policy



Conclusion
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