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Beyond Exploitation

1. Argue: Prison labor is exploitative
2. Example: Yearbook Project (OCI)
3. Propose: An intervention centered in metadata justice



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.



Is prison labor inherently unethical?

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

post-incarceration



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).



Wages

Incarcerated people in OK earn (2017):
Regular jobs (non-industry)

● $0.10-0.17 per hour

OCI (Oklahoma Correctional Industries):

● $0.00+

Oklahoma minimum wage:
● $7.25 per hour (stagnant since 2008)
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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 



Yearbook Project



Incarcerated people received…

$1.45 per hour

Yearbook Project wages



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



Exploitation

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

Zwolinski and Wertheimer, “Exploitation” (2016).



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).



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



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.”



Intervention 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 Sample Statements:

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.



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.



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.
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