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Abstract

A long sociological tradition has examined how state coercion undergirds the “free market”
for labor. In the contemporary prison, however, there are signs this relationship has been
turned on its head. Whereas in the past, state coercion helped prisons generate profit for
private markets, today market ideas are increasingly used within prisons to facilitate state
control. I draw on an analysis of seven waves of the Survey of Inmates in State Correctional
Facilities, as well as 61 interviews with state prison administrators, prison industry advocates,
and formerly incarcerated people. Although the market for the products of prison labor has
declined, and incarcerated people, on average, are working less than ever before, inequality in
the distribution of work and rewards for this work has sharpened. This changing structure of
prison labor is associated with a changing understanding of it. Prison administrators, and to
some extent incarcerated people themselves, use market ideas to explain the new organization
of prison labor and justify people’s places within it. This organization and these ideas solve
managerial problems within the prison and are suggestive of parallels between prison and
social welfare policy in the contemporary era.
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A long sociological tradition has examined
how state coercion undergirds the “free mar-
ket” for labor. Foundational work in economic
and political sociology (Polanyi [1944] 2001)
and the sociology of punishment (Rusche and
Kirchheimer [1939] 2003) illustrates how
“[t]he road to the free market was opened and
kept open by an enormous increase in continu-
ous, centrally organized and controlled inter-
ventionism” (Polanyi [1944] 2001:146), from
the enclosures to the workhouse. Scholars
have shown how state coercion continues to
structure the low-wage labor market in myriad
ways, denying the “right to live” (Polanyi
[1944] 2001:82) outside of the labor market

and so compelling people to participate on
disadvantaged terms within it (Collins and
Mayer 2010; Hatton 2021; Piven and Cloward
1971; Purser 2012; Reich and Prins 2020;
Seim and Harding 2020; Smith and Simon
2020; Somers and Block 2005; Soss, Fording,
and Schram 2011; Zatz and Stoll 2020).
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Yet within the contemporary prison there
are signs this political economy has been
turned on its head. Whereas in the past, state
coercion helped prisons generate profit for
private markets, in the present, market ideas
are used within prisons to facilitate state
control. As others have argued, in an age
of mass incarceration, the prison may not
prod people into labor market participation
so much as manage those excluded from it,
“neutraliz[ing] and warehous[ing] . . . those
rendered wholly superfluous by the recom-
position of the demand for labor” (Wacquant
2009:7; see also Feeley and Simon 1992;
Garland 2001; Gilmore 2007; Western and
Beckett 1999).

But this does not mean market ideas have
disappeared. The market for the products of
prison labor has declined dramatically, and
incarcerated people, on average, are working
less than ever before, yet inequality in the dis-
tribution of work and rewards for this work
has sharpened over time. At the same time,
prison administrators, and to some extent
incarcerated people themselves, use market
ideas of price, choice, and competition to
explain this new organization of prison work
and justify people’s positions within it.

Historically, prison administrators and
reformers rooted the rehabilitative potential
of prison labor in the practice of hard labor,
which justified incarcerated people’s lack of
choice with respect to work and the coercion
necessary to bring it about. These moral valu-
ations neatly aligned with the profit motives
of businesses that contracted for or leased
this labor, as well as with state governments’
efforts to reduce the costs of incarceration
(Adamson 1983; Blackmon 2008; Hindus
1980; Lewis 1965; Lichtenstein 1996; McKelvey
1935; McLennan 2008; Perkinson 2010;
Rothman [1971] 2006; Sellin 1976).

Today, prison officials have begun to
espouse a new morality of prison work, which
no longer locates its value in the physical
process of work, but rather in incarcerated
people’s participation in a labor market, in
which they are imagined to have a degree of
choice over how they spend their time. Here

it is not the act of working that is thought to
transform the incarcerated person; rather, it is
by choosing to work and applying themselves
in their jobs that incarcerated people can
express who they are and distinguish them-
selves from those around them (Gibson-Light
2020; Goodman 2012a).

In today’s prison, where there is not as
much work for people to do, and increas-
ing inequality in the way this work (and the
rewards for it) are distributed, market princi-
ples help make the absence of work appear as
the absence of work ethic. Market principles
can make jobs feel like privileges rather than
punishments and introduce a sense of choice
and competition into the coercive experience
of prison life. Prison administrators under-
stand these principles as being important not
primarily to the pursuit of profit but rather to
the maintenance of order (Feeley and Simon
1992) through the consent they elicit from
those incarcerated (Burawoy 1979).

Building on previous scholarship at the
intersection of economic sociology and the
sociology of punishment, this article illus-
trates how the contemporary state fosters
market understandings in pursuit of goals that
have as much to do with control as with pro-
duction (see Brown 2015; Soss et al. 2011).
That we see market ideas so consciously
being used to structure prison work around
coercive ends is a testament to the market’s
moral power in contemporary society, and a
reminder of the enduring power of Polanyi’s
insight that markets of all forms are not natu-
rally occurring but social creations “reflecting
a complex alchemy of politics, culture, and
ideology” (Krippner 2001:782).

This study is based on seven waves of
the Survey of Inmates in State Correctional
Facilities, fielded between 1974 and 2016, sup-
plemented by 61 interviews with state prison
administrators (15), employees at one national
prison industry organization (2), and formerly
incarcerated people (44). I describe historical
changes to the organization of prison labor
since 1974. I demonstrate a decline in the
percentage of incarcerated people working,
and the average number of hours worked by
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those working. Whereas the average incarcer-
ated person worked approximately 29 hours
per week in 1974, they worked approximately
14 hours per week in 2004, a decline of over
50 percent. The relative absence of work has
become an important feature of prison life, with
the experience of incarceration increasingly
becoming an experience of “doing nothing”
(Alford 2000:131). At the same time, the line
between “good jobs” and “bad jobs™ has sharp-
ened: a few prison jobs offer regular hours and
high (relative) pay, but most require very little
work time and are rewarded very little.

I show that this new organization of prison
labor is associated with a new market frame-
work through which administrators under-
stand how prison work is organized and the
purposes it ought to serve. Using historical
sources, I document the emergence of these
ideas in the 1970s. I then provide preliminary
quantitative evidence that the adoption of
market ideas within a particular state prison
labor system is associated with declining
work hours and a sharpening of inequality
within that system, suggesting that market
ideas may not only justify new inequalities
within the prison but also help generate them.

I draw on interviews with state prison
administrators, prison industry advocates, and
formerly incarcerated people to explore the
role these market ideas and practices play
in prison life, as understood by the partici-
pants themselves. Prison administrators con-
nect market principles to a moral vision in
which incarcerated people might learn how
to become responsible workers through the
exercise of choice with respect to their labor,
while acknowledging that the labor market
inside the prison helps solve internal prob-
lems of prison order. Formerly incarcerated
people’s accounts, in turn, support the idea
that at least some incarcerated people have
a degree of choice with respect to the work
they perform, but they also highlight how the
“choices” afforded to incarcerated people are
sharply constrained by the coercive systems
within which they are embedded.

I conclude by observing how the simul-
taneous decline of work and rise of market

ideas in the prison has a parallel outside of
it, as market-based initiatives like welfare
reform have emerged alongside structural
forms of joblessness (Simon 1993; Wacquant
2009; Wilson 1987), helping to recast struc-
tural conditions as questions of individual
pathology and deservingness.

WORK AND PUNISHMENT IN
PRISON

A History of Hard Labor

One might say that economic sociology was
born in the workhouse. As Polanyi ([1944]
2001:106) argued, the replacement of outdoor
welfare relief with the workhouse was an
important institutional precondition for the
emergence of a labor market, making survival
outside the labor market contingent on sub-
jecting oneself to forced labor within “a place
of horror.” Early sociologists of punishment
identified a similar principle, of “less eligi-
bility,” operating in criminal justice policy
(Rusche and Kirchheimer [1939] 2003). In
each case, the logic went, the consequences
of trying to survive outside the labor market
(whether through welfare or through crime)
needed to be harsher and more degrading
than the worst experience within it (see Bon-
net 2019; Somers and Block 2005). The U.S.
penitentiary’s most direct institutional prede-
cessor was the workhouse (Colvin 1997).

From one perspective, institutions like the
penitentiary and workhouse contributed to an
emergent market economy purely in a nega-
tive sense, by making life outside the labor
market worse than the worst life within it. But
coercive institutions like the penitentiary were
also economically and morally productive in
their own right. By the late nineteenth century
in the United States, the use of coerced labor
for profit was central to correctional regimes
and businesses across the country (Page and
Soss 2021). This labor was differentiated
from “ordinary work™ (Zelizer 2012), embed-
ded in differentially racialized moral visions
of the purposes served by coerced prison
labor.
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In the North, prison work was viewed as
beneficial for the incarcerated person. This
idea had its roots in the early penitentiaries
and prison reform societies of the north-
east, among reformers who had great faith in
the rehabilitative potential of the process of
labor: the habits inculcated through manual
work and the self-restraint required to work
alongside others. A closely related assump-
tion was that the root of criminality was “idle-
ness.” Reformers believed the penitentiary,
like the workhouse before it, might integrate
workers into an emergent industrial economy
(Colvin 1997; Rothman [1971] 2006).

Beginning at New York’s Auburn prison in
1819, incarcerated people were forced to work
together during the day, and returned to iso-
lated cells at night. By the 1830s, this “Auburn
system” had outpaced a rival Pennsylvania
system of solitary confinement to become
the predominant model of prison organization
throughout the industrial Northeast (McLen-
nan 2008). This model captured the moral
imaginations of prison reformers like Louis
Dwight, the founder and secretary of Boston’s
Prison Discipline Society, who saw forced
labor as promoting values of discipline and
self-control that were critical to the coun-
try’s transition to market society (Lewis 1965;
Rothman [1971] 2006). When Alexis de Toc-
queville and Gustave de Beaumont visited the
United States in 1831 to survey penitentiary
systems, they noted that a regime of forced
labor would “overcome [the incarcerated per-
son’s] disposition to idleness. . . . Perhaps,
leaving the prison he is not an honest man, but
he has contracted honest habits” (Beaumont
and Tocqueville [1833] 1964:90). The Auburn
model of congregate labor was also cheaper
than the Pennsylvania model. It allowed for
smaller, less expensive cells, and, consistent
with the emerging factory system, promised
to be more profitable than work in isolation
(Lewis 1965; Rothman [1971] 2006). Such
fiscal considerations ought not to be consid-
ered entirely separable from reformers’ moral
ideals regarding the virtues of industry. If
reformers believed the purpose of punish-
ment was to teach idle criminals to become

self-sufficient men, then having them pro-
duce the means of their own confinement was
surely a good start (Lewis 1965).

By the late-nineteenth century, these moral
arguments had helped usher in a system of
prison labor in which large businesses con-
tracted for coerced prison labor and made
substantial profits as a result. In 1887, accord-
ing to a contemporaneous report, over 70
percent of all incarcerated people nationwide
were “being put to hard, productive labor in
the service of profit-making enterprises of
one sort or another,” with 80 percent of these
laborers in the prison factories and work
camps of the Northeast, Midwest, and West
(McLennan 2008:88—-89; see also Commis-
sioner of Labor 1887). The same report found
that a full 94 percent of incarcerated people
were doing work of some kind, as most of
those not assigned to “productive” labor were
involved in “prison duties.” Private contrac-
tors’ brutal drive for profits did come into
tension with those committed to the reforma-
tory potential of work but, by the end of the
nineteenth century, “the contractor, and with
him, the imperatives of large-scale capitalist
industry, had emerged from the shadows to
be crowned ‘sovereign’ of the penal domain”
(McLennan 2008:136).

If, by the end of the nineteenth century,
Northern arguments for the rehabilitative
potential of hard labor seemed little more
than a patina masking the use of incarcer-
ated labor for profit, in the postbellum South
this patina was missing altogether. The 13th
Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in
1865, had prohibited slavery and involun-
tary servitude “except as a punishment for
crime whereof the party shall have been duly
convicted.” As the United States abolished
slavery, it reaffirmed the distinction between
voluntary “ordinary” work and involuntary
convict labor. Southern correctional officials
and employers used this legal distinction to
reproduce a system of unfree labor, and a
color line, threatened by Emancipation.

Soon after the Civil War, Black incar-
ceration grew across the region (Adamson
1983; Sellin 1976). By the end of 1865,
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every southern state but Arkansas and Ten-
nessee had outlawed vagrancy, defining it “so
vaguely . . . that virtually any freed slave not
under the protection of a white man could be
arrested for the crime” (Blackmon 2008:53).
Where prison work in the North had been
understood as part of a broader disciplinary
regime, prison work under the convict-lease
system in the South was more blatantly
coercive—a system designed to extract the
labor power of Black people for profit; to
reaffirm a white supremacy jeopardized by
Emancipation (Adamson 1983; Blackmon
2008; Hindus 1980; Lichtenstein 1996;
McKelvey 1935; Perkinson 2010; Sellin
1976); and to ensure the criminal justice sys-
tem would be self-supporting.

While in some ways a functional substitute
for slavery (Adamson 1983), convict labor
was also distinct in important ways. First,
because leasers had little economic interest
in the long-term productivity of leased work-
ers, leasers often treated them particularly
harshly, unconcerned whether they lived or
died (Blackmon 2008). Second, those work-
ers were not as concentrated on plantations.
They also played an important role in an
industrializing “New South”—a source of
cheap industrial labor that reproduced histori-
cal relationships of racial domination (Garvey
1998; Lichtenstein 1996).

Beyond its economic value, white South-
ern elites understood convict leasing as a
necessary response to the problem posed
by emancipated Black people. As a South
Carolinian official put it in 1888, “after the
emancipation of the colored people, whose
idea of freedom from bondage was freedom
from work and license to pillage, we had
to establish means for their control” (Sellin
1976:158). Northern models of reformation
through industrial training were considered
unrealistic for the Black population. Perkin-
son (2010:101) cites Thomas J. Goree, the
Texas Prison Commissioner in the 1880s and
1890s, who explained differences between
northern and southern prison labor regimes
by an appeal to the racial differences of incar-
cerated people. In the North, “the majority

of men are white,” he explained, eager for
education and industrial training. In Texas
and throughout the South, on the other hand,
“a large majority of our population have been
raised on farms . . . having neither the capac-
ity or inclination to learn a [skilled] trade.”
Such prisoners, the bulk of them “colored,”
could be “made to work,” he suggested, “but
they cannot be made to think intelligibly”
(Perkinson 2010:101).

Despite these important regional differ-
ences between the North and South, by the
late nineteenth century there were common-
alities in the role of prison labor across state
prison systems, as correctional administrators
nationwide found vibrant external markets
for prison labor and its products. In each
case, these profit-making enterprises were
upheld, in part, by a moral vision of forced
prison labor. In the North, this vision had to
do with the transformative potential of work:
work could change a (white) person, and so
people had to be compelled to work in order
to change. In the South, this vision was inti-
mately bound up with white supremacy and
the desire to establish control over newly free
Black people.

The Decline of the Market for the
Products of Prison Labor

Today, the material basis on which these ideo-
logical projects were originally constructed
has almost disappeared. The vibrant market
for the products of prison labor has long
since declined, the result of a slow yet steady
estrangement of prison labor from private and
public markets. Some of this estrangement
was a result of technological advancements
in industries outside the prison, which meant
prison production could not compete, as
“goods could seldom be produced in a prison
with any reasonable prospect of gain, or even
without serious risk of loss” (Rusche and
Kirchheimer [1939] 2003:110).

This process was accelerated in the last
decades of the nineteenth century by labor
leaders and small business owners who were
threatened by competition from prison labor
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Figure 1. The Decline of the Private Market for Prison Labor, 1885 to 1940
Source: Compiled from Commissioner of Labor (1887, 1906); Jones (1941); U.S. Department of Labor
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and the big businesses that deployed it. Lev-
eraging its growing power and influence, the
labor movement joined with small manufac-
turers, prison reformers, and other Progres-
sives to reconfigure convict labor, restricting
its use by private employers and compel-
ling local authorities to reconceive both the
organization and the meaning of prison work
(McLennan 2008).

By the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, even states as enmeshed in convict leas-
ing as Alabama had begun to scale back the
leasing of Black incarcerated people to pri-
vate enterprise—a result of both rising moral
outrage about the practice, and changes in the
economics of leasing that reduced its advan-
tages relative to the deployment of free labor
(Blackmon 2008). Supporting state efforts
to restrict the private uses of prison labor,
Congress—under pressure from the garment,
textile, furniture, boot and shoe, and cordage
industries—passed the Hawes-Cooper Act in
1929, which divested prison-made goods of
their interstate character and so made it pos-
sible for states to ban their importation (Roth-
man 1980). Other legislation in the 1930s and
early 1940s further restricted the transporta-
tion of prison-made products (Jones 1941).

These processes of technological change
and political contention more or less

eliminated the private use of prison labor.
As Figure 1A shows, whereas “productive”
prison labor (i.e., labor used for the produc-
tion of things that could be sold on the market
or to other state agencies) was, in 1885, man-
aged by a mix of private businesses and state
government, by 1940 it was managed entirely
by state administrators. The proportion of
incarcerated people involved in this kind of
production fell from 70 percent in 1887 to 48
percent by 1940, and the proportion engaged
in reproductive labor for the prison (“prison
duties” in historical reports) increased from
23 to 40 percent (see Figure 1B). Most incar-
cerated people were still working in 1940 (87
percent compared to 94 percent in 1887), but
they were no longer working for private com-
panies, and increasingly were working for the
upkeep of the prison itself.

Scholars have suggested that the decline
of the private market for prison labor was
an important precondition for the rise of
Progressive Era ideas about the rehabilitation
of incarcerated people, because it created the
ideological vacuum in which criminologists,
psychiatrists, and prison reformers could
experiment with new ideas and practices
(McLennan 2008; Rusche and Kirchheimer
[1939] 2003). Such an account echoes Zeliz-
er’s (1985) history of the changing valuation
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of children during the same historical period.
The prohibition of child labor in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries coin-
cided with the emergence of new ideas about
children’s emotional worth. Children became
emotionally “priceless,” Zelizer argues, at
exactly the moment they became economi-
cally useless. Likewise, the rise of penal wel-
farism in the first half of the twentieth century
(Garland 2001)—beliefs and practices that
regarded incarcerated people more as patients
to be treated than as labor to be deployed—
coincided with the decline of incarcerated
people’s productive potential. Work was still
an integral part of the experience of incarcer-
ation but, increasingly, its purpose was distin-
guished from its economic outputs. Instead,
reformers sought to incorporate work into a
broader rehabilitative regime, “reconfiguring
the activity of labor as a process of training
and instruction, rather than of production and
profit-making” (McLennan 2008:325).

The historical story of prison labor told
by McLennan and others tends to end here,
around 1940, with prison labor’s gradual
retreat from the private market. From one
perspective, little has changed regarding the
organization of prison labor since then. As
they were in the 1940s, the majority of incar-
cerated people working today are managed by
state authorities and are doing work on behalf
of the state. Today, most are involved in what
Zatz (2008:870) calls “prison housework”
(such as laundry, maintenance, cooking, and
cleaning); a minority remain involved in
“state-use” production (of license plates or
office furniture, for example), controlled by
prison administrators and sold to state agen-
cies. As I will discuss, an effort by the federal
government, starting in 1979, to revive the
idea of partnerships between private busi-
nesses and state departments of correction
had resoundingly little success.

Two trends are worth noting in the period
since 1940. First, the relative economic value
of prison labor likely continued to decline
even after prison labor withdrew from the
private market. By the 1970s, further tech-
nological improvements, available outside of

prison labor programs but difficult to incor-
porate within, had rendered prison labor even
less productive, relative to labor outside, than
it had been in the 1930s and 1940s (Hughett
2021). Meanwhile, waves of prison unrest in
the 1950s and 1970s spurred state adminis-
trators to further reduce their reliance on the
work of incarcerated people for the opera-
tions of prisons and prioritize institutional
security over cost efficiency (Hughett 2021;
Thompson 2011). State prison expenses per
capita (in real dollars) rose by a factor of six
between 1940 and 1975, according to state
financial reports, suggesting the cost-saving
purposes that prison labor once served within
the institution may have diminished as well.!
Second, beginning in the 1970s, economic
changes outside the prison dramatically
increased unemployment among the poor and
working-class Black men who were most
likely to be incarcerated, severing the link
between prison work and the imagined futures
to which incarcerated people might return
(Feeley and Simon 1992; Simon 1993; Wac-
quant 2009; Wilson 1987).2 As Feeley and
Simon (1992:464n29) write, “The model of
industrial discipline was rarely fully achieved
in prisons [in the past], but at least it had a
clear referent in the real world”; in contrast,
contemporary prison programming increas-
ingly represented ““a signifier without a signi-
fied.” In the place of an ideology of industrial
discipline, a “new penology” was emerging,
in which primacy was given to the “efficient
control of internal system processes in place
of traditional objectives of rehabilitation and
crime control” (Feeley and Simon 1992:450).
Prison administrators’ sense of the ends to
which they ought to strive had shifted toward
the organization’s own internal operations.
As the prison population skyrocketed
between the 1970s and early 2000s, scholars
argued that the prison served as a new type of
“labor market institution”: not a workhouse,
as it had been in the nineteenth century,
but rather a warehouse, artificially deflat-
ing unemployment rates outside prison by
containing and controlling those who were
rendered economically superfluous by a



Reich

133

changing labor market (Gilmore 2007; Wac-
quant 2009; Western and Beckett 1999). The
prison no longer facilitated economic pro-
duction within the institution and without.
Instead, it had become the epitome of an
emergent “culture of control” (Garland 2001).

With the continued decline of the rela-
tive productivity of prison labor, and changes
outside the prison that severed the tie between
prison work and the jobs to which incarcerated
people might return, what has happened to
the organization of prison labor itself? Some-
what surprisingly, existing research has yet to
answer rather basic questions about the preva-
lence and structure of contemporary prison
work as it relates to the history outlined above.

Market Discipline

What is the political economy of prison labor
in the age of mass incarceration, and how
does this shape the experience of incarcera-
tion? After decades in which the experience
of incarceration was relatively neglected by
scholars of punishment (Wacquant 2002),
recent years have seen renewed interest in the
meaning and lived experience of prison labor
(Gibson-Light 2020, 2022; Goodman 2012a,
2012b; Hatton 2018, 2021; Zatz 2008; Zelizer
2012). This literature makes clear that work
remains central to the experience of incarcer-
ation, and prison work (like the experience of
incarceration as a whole) remains, for many
people, an experience of extreme domination
(Gibson-Light 2020; Hatton 2018).

But scholars have also observed striking
variation in incarcerated people’s orientations
toward prison work. Some document how,
among incarcerated people, prison work is
seen as key to achieving dignity in an other-
wise mortifying total institution (Gibson-Light
2020); others have documented how some
incarcerated workers see prison labor as akin
to “modern-day slavery” (Hatton 2018:181).

As 1 argue here, this heterogeneity itself
seems to be an integral part of the emergent
political economy of the prison. As the external
market for prison labor has diminished, differ-
ences in incarcerated people’s relationship to

work have grown sharper. Prison administra-
tors, and to some extent incarcerated people
themselves, explain the new organization of
work—and this new inequality—by reference
to market ideas of price, choice, and competi-
tion. Through this lens, the structural absence
of work (or underemployment) in prison is
seen as the result of a lack of work ethic;
a prison job increasingly is seen as a privi-
lege rather than a punishment; and those who
occupy the highest positions in the hierarchy
of prison labor are seen, and see themselves,
as more deserving than those below (Gibson-
Light 2020). Administrators suggest these
features of the organization of prison labor
help preserve institutional order. The political
economy of prison labor might be said to have
become an economic politics, or a set of eco-
nomic ideas that serve the prison’s coercive
ends. If coercive labor control historically
helped the prison generate profit, the invoca-
tion and implementation of market principles
within prisons today helps elicit consent to
state coercion (Burawoy 1979).

To what extent does the new organization
of prison labor actually resemble a labor
market, a “meeting place for the purpose
of barter or buying and selling” (Polanyi
[1944] 2001:59)? In the context of the prison,
coercion is never far from view, and it is cer-
tainly not my claim that incarcerated people’s
choices are by any means “free.” Indeed, labor
markets of all kinds are not free, and coercion
exists across the (non-incarcerated) low-wage
labor market in ways that give employers
significant power with respect to the choices
workers can make (Manning 2003). Nonethe-
less, incarcerated people today do seem to
have (or understand themselves to have) at
least moderately more choice than they had
in the past concerning the deployment of their
own labor power. We see this in the wide
variety of ways that administrators discuss
using wages to incentivize work within the
prison; and in the ways incarcerated people
discuss wages influencing their work deci-
sions. My qualitative evidence suggests these
wage practices are often nested within other
institutional structures that also simulate the
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low-wage labor market, such as formal job
application processes. By introducing limited
freedoms into an environment of extreme
domination, the contemporary prison helps
create the illusion that incarcerated people are
responsible for their own fates inside.

Existing accounts of prison labor hint at
the importance of this emergent organiza-
tion of work. For instance, Gibson-Light
(2020), studying a facility in the Sun Belt
region, observes how incarcerated workers
create meaning in their jobs by differentiating
their positions from those below them in an
occupational status hierarchy. He implicitly
recognizes that this process is facilitated by
market principles: “Positions in market hier-
archies offer ready-made lines along which
to erect symbolic boundaries” (Gibson-Light
2020:200; see also Gibson-Light 2022). But
he takes for granted these “market hierar-
chies” within the prison, rather than theorize
their emergence or trace their structure.

Gibson-Light focuses on three categories
of prison workers in his study, yet in some
ways it is those who do not work who play
the most interesting (and puzzling) role in his
account. He writes that work is mandatory for
most people incarcerated, yet approximately a
third of people at the facility he studies do not
work at all. In the minds of his interviewees,
many of these non-workers had chosen not to
do so, and thus were deserving of ire. These
non-workers “don’t want to do nothin’”;
they were the ones “sitting around” the yard,
who “don’t even want a job”; they were the
“motherfuckers” who “don’t want to work,”
the “fucking bums” (Gibson-Light 2020:207,
209). Perhaps Gibson-Light’s interviewees are
incorrect about the degree of choice the non-
workers have over their own lack of work. Or
perhaps Gibson-Light overstates the extent to
which formal work requirements are enforced
in practice. Either way, among incarcerated
people in prison, the structure of the organi-
zation of labor seems to facilitate a view of
the non-worker as pathological and makes
incarcerated people feel as though they are
responsible for the work position they hold (or
do not) (see Goodman 2012a).

This article seeks to extend and deepen
the work of contemporary scholars of prison
labor. First, by tracing the structural condi-
tions that have produced variation in the
experience of contemporary prison work, I
help make sense of the heterogeneity we see
in qualitative portraits of prison labor today.
Second, by combining this macro analysis of
prison labor trends with qualitative analysis
of interviews with correctional administrators
and formerly incarcerated people, I connect
the new structure of prison labor with an
emerging morality of prison labor, in which
incarcerated people are seen as responsible
for their own success or failure within the
prison labor market.

More broadly, the emergence of “market
discipline” in prison may find a parallel in
the decline of cash assistance and rise of
workfare that has reshaped poor women’s ori-
entation toward work in the contemporary era
(Collins and Mayer 2010; Hays 2003; Soss
et al. 2011). If traditional cash assistance pro-
vided money without work requirements, his-
torical prison labor systems instituted work
requirements without money. In the contem-
porary era, both of these arrangements have
been altered in favor of market principles
and practices that make money contingent on
work and work responsive to money.

Wacquant (2010:203) and other scholars
have suggested that the welfare and crimi-
nal justice systems have, since the 1970s,
“obeyed inverse principles,” as welfare
became focused on “people changing” (i.e.,
producing market subjects), whereas the
prison disavowed any pretensions toward
transformation, geared instead “toward brute
neutralization, rote retribution, and simple
warehousing.” The case of prison labor,
however, suggests these principles may not
be so inconsistent after all: making “market
subjects” may be entirely consistent with
managerial ends. This raises the question of
the extent to which similar “market” inter-
ventions in the contemporary welfare state
may be oriented as much around questions
of control as around production (Piven and
Cloward 1971).
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Table 1. Summary Statistics

Statistic N Mean St. Dev.
Any Work Assignment, includes 2016 (0/1) 96,092 697 460
Prison Work Assignment (0/1) 70,365 .697 460
Work Release Assignment (0/1) 77,856 .075 .263
Hours of Work per Week 69,564 21.236 19.802
Paid for Work (0/1) 51,496 .628 483
Hourly Wage 48,847 .550 1.275
Prison Housework Job Assignment (0/1) 47,628 587 492
Production Job Assignment (0/1) 47,628 .084 277
Other Job Assignment (0/1) 47,628 .329 470
Age 97,824 33.379 10.623
Black (0/1) 97,920 432 495
Female (0/1) 97,920 .200 400
Job Before Incarceration (0/1) 95,673 651 477
Graduated High School (0/1) 94,915 .352 478

DATA AND METHODS

Quantitative Data

This study uses data from seven waves of
the Survey of Inmates in State Correctional
Facilities (Survey of Inmates) (U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics,
1974, 1979, 1986, 1991, 1997, 2004, and
2016).3 The Survey of Inmates uses lengthy
survey interviews with a stratified random
sample of adults incarcerated in state prisons,
weighted to be representative of people in
state prisons nationally. I use these weights in
all the descriptive statistics and analyses pre-
sented here. Incarcerated people participating
in the survey were assured their participation
was voluntary and confidential and that no
individuals would be identified from the sur-
vey data. Table 1 presents summary statistics.

Quantitative Measures

Prison work and working hours. To
understand whether and how much incarcer-
ated people are working, I rely primarily on
respondents’ answers to two questions that
were asked consistently between the 1974
and 2004 waves of the Survey of Inmates.
The first question, asked of all respondents,
was whether or not the respondent had a

work assignment within the institution.* The
second question, asked only of those who
reported having a work assignment, was how
many hours per week they worked. This sec-
ond question was phrased slightly differently
in different waves of the survey, but there is
no reason to expect these differences would
drive the changes observed.

I am primarily interested in the changing
prevalence and organization of work that
takes place inside the state prison, but I also
display some results that measure whether an
incarcerated person has a work assignment
within or without the facility. This broader
measure includes as working respondents
who reported participating in “work-release
programs,” which allow those classified as
low risk to leave the prison facility (for the
day or week) to work directly for a private
employer.

I include these results for two reasons.
First, if incarcerated people’s participation in
work release programs was increasing as their
participation in prison work was decreasing,
then a decline in prison work might more
accurately be understood as a substitution of
work release for prison work. A measure of
“any work” within or without prison allows
me to address this potential alternative expla-
nation. Second, the 2016 Survey of Inmates
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only asked the broader question of whether
a respondent worked within or outside the
facility, and so any comparison between 2016
and earlier years must rely on this broader
measure. The 2016 survey did not ask about
the number of hours a respondent worked.
The 2016 survey provides the most up-to-date
insight into the experience of incarceration,
but it is the least detailed of any survey wave
in terms of the experience of prison work.

Occupations. The 1974 to 2004 waves
of the Survey of Inmates ask all respondents
who reported having work assignments within
prison to specify the occupational category in
which they worked. Work classifications are
more or less consistent over time: production,
janitorial duties, grounds, kitchen, laundry,
hospital, farming, other services (e.g., library,
administrative services, barber), maintenance,
and other. For ease of interpretation, I reduce
these 10 categories to three: production, which
maps closely onto the work typically organ-
ized through state prison industries programs;
prison housework (janitorial duties, grounds,
kitchen, laundry, and maintenance), encom-
passing all institutional work assignments
having to do with day-to-day reproduction of
the prison; and other (hospital work, farming,
other services, and other), which occupy a
middle ground between prison housework and
production in terms of both job status and pay
(e.g., hospital orderly).

Pay. The 1974 to 2004 waves of the Sur-
vey of Inmates ask all respondents who report
having work assignments within the prison
whether they are paid for their work (yes/no);
how much they are paid for their work (in
dollars); and the frequency with which they
are paid (per hour, per day, per week, or per
month). I convert all reported pay into 2022
dollars. The Survey of Inmates includes some
obvious reporting errors, with some incarcer-
ated people reporting wages that are clearly
inaccurate (e.g., $4,396 an hour). To ensure
my results are not driven by outliers, I trim
the top 1 percent of hourly wages from the
analyses, leaving the maximum hourly wage

at $12.49, still more than nine standard devia-
tions above the mean. Results are broadly
similar regardless of the cut-off I use.

State. Most of my quantitative analy-
ses examine national-level changes in the
prevalence and organization of prison labor.
However, one set of analyses uses state-level
variation in the organization of prison work.
To protect respondents’ confidentiality, the
Survey of Inmates makes it difficult to link
respondents to localities. For most years it is
impossible to determine the state in which a
respondent was incarcerated. However, the
publicly available 1991 and 2004 surveys do
make it possible to link respondents to states
with a fairly high degree of confidence, and I
took advantage of that potential.

Controls. Many of my analyses rely on
simple descriptive statistics, but I supplement
these with multivariate regression models. In
these models I control for a range of demo-
graphic characteristics, including respond-
ents’ age, gender, and race (Black/non-Black);
whether respondents were employed at the
time they were incarcerated (yes/no); whether
they had graduated from high school (yes/no);
and whether they were currently involved in
educational (yes/no) or vocational (yes/no)
programming.

Quantitative Analyses

Prevalence of work. The analyses display
three different (weighted) measures of the
national prevalence of work from 1974 to
2016: the proportion of people who report
having a work assignment at the facility;
the average number of hours worked among
those working; and the average number of
hours worked among all people in prison (i.e.,
including those who do not report working as
having worked zero hours).

Distribution of work hours and
income. 1 also explore the changing struc-
ture of the allocation of work in state pris-
ons, as well as the wages paid for this work,
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from 1974 to 2004. I use a standard measure
of inequality, the Gini coefficient (Atkinson
1970), to measure inequality in the distribu-
tion of hours, wages, and weekly income
among incarcerated people. The Gini coef-
ficient ranges from 0, which indicates perfect
equality in the distribution of a variable, to
1, which indicates perfect inequality. After
analyzing these distributions among the state
prison population as a whole, I also ana-
lyze them among two subgroups: those who
reported working, and those who report work-
ing and getting compensated for their work.
I supplement these aggregate measures of
inequality with measures of hours and pay by
job status. Previous research suggests produc-
tion work tends to be afforded the highest job
status and highest pay within prisons (e.g.,
Crittenden, Koons-Witt, and Kaminski 2018;
Gibson-Light 2020, 2022), whereas reproduc-
tive labor in the prison (characterized here as
“prison housework™) tends to be regarded as
the lowest status labor. Growing inequality in
the distribution of work ought to be reflected
in growing inequality in the relative hours
and rewards of these job categories.

State-level change. The aforementioned
analyses describe changes to the organization of
state prison work at the national level between
1974 and 2016. I argue that these changes in
the structure of prison labor are associated
with changing understandings of this labor, as
prison administrators and incarcerated people
alike espouse market principles to explain the
way work is organized. However, the observed
relationship between this shift in understanding
and the national-level changes in organization |
document might be confounded by any number
of other temporal factors. It would strengthen
my argument if I could show, even in a prelimi-
nary way, that state-level adoption of market
ideas preceded and appeared to influence the
changes in prison labor organization, adjusting
for unobserved state-level characteristics and
unobserved time trends.

The state-level diffusion of the Prison
Industry Enhancement Certification Program
(PIECP), with its explicit market orientation

(described in more detail below), provides
this opportunity. If changes to the prevalence
and organization of prison labor (i.e., less
work, on average, and more inequality in its
distribution) are in fact associated with a mar-
ket orientation to prison labor, then we might
expect a state’s implementation of the PIECP
to be associated with such changes in a state’s
organization of prison labor. I use multilevel
models to explore the relationship between a
state’s implementation of the PIECP program
and the structure of prison labor (hours and
pay) across job categories, using data from
1991 and 2004 (the years in which I am able
to link individuals to states).

Qualitative Data

In addition to the quantitative data described
above, [ draw on 61 in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with state prison administrators,
employees from one national prison organiza-
tion, and formerly incarcerated people.

Prison administrators. 1 began recruit-
ment of prison administrators by emailing
administrators within state Departments of
Corrections in all 50 states in early 2021.
Administrators from 16 states responded
that they would be open to the project, and
administrators from 10 states ultimately par-
ticipated: Alaska, Kansas, Kentucky, Michi-
gan, Missouri, North Dakota, Oregon, Rhode
Island, Utah, and Wisconsin. Across these
states, I interviewed 15 administrators: two
directors of their respective state Depart-
ments of Corrections, six assistant directors
of Departments of Corrections (of operations
or programming), two wardens, four admin-
istrators of their state’s correctional industries
programs, and one communications director.
In addition, I interviewed two administrators
involved in a national organization concerned
with prison work programs. Interviews lasted
just under an hour, on average; the shortest
interview was 27 minutes, and the longest
interview was an hour and a half. To pre-
serve these respondents’ anonymity, I refer
to them interchangeably as “administrators,”
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regardless of their specific job titles. I asked
respondents questions about the organization
of prison work within their state; any changes
they had noticed in the organization of prison
work over time; and their understandings of
the current and historical purposes of work
within the prison.

A word of caution is in order in terms of
the interpretation of findings derived from
these interviews. On one hand, I was able to
interview administrators from a wide variety
of states. I interviewed administrators from
states representing every region of the coun-
try (West, Midwest, Northeast, and South);
states that vary in political party control (four
Republican, two Democratic, and four split);
and states that have higher rates of incar-
ceration than the national average (Kentucky,
Michigan, and Rhode Island), lower rates than
the national average (Alaska, Kansas, Mis-
souri, North Dakota, and Utah), and rates near
the national average (Oregon and Wisconsin).
That said, the states and administrators that
were willing to participate in this study were
a minority of the broader population of states
and administrators to which I reached out, and
so are a selective and likely non-representative
sample of the population as a whole. Those
willing to speak with me were likely prouder
of and more confident in their states’ prison
work programs than those who refused. It
is notable, for instance, that I was unable
to interview any administrators in the Deep
South (i.e., Georgia, Alabama, South Carolina,
Mississippi, and Louisiana) where, as noted
earlier, prison work was historically used as a
substitute for enslaved people’s labor.

I use the qualitative interviews not so
much to show that this new market logic
works in identical ways everywhere, or to
illuminate the full extent of variation in the
organization and understanding of these mar-
kets across the country, but rather to get under
the hood of the quantitative data. I show how
administrators see the contemporary organi-
zation of prison labor through the framework
of a labor market, and how these administra-
tors link such a framework to the purposes
they think prisons ought to serve.

Formerly incarcerated people. In
addition to interviewing prison adminis-
trators, two research assistants and I also
interviewed 44 formerly incarcerated peo-
ple across three states between March 2021
and October 2022. These interviews were
concentrated among people who had been
incarcerated in New York state prisons (25)
and Virginia state prisons (16); we also inter-
viewed three people who had been incarcer-
ated in Oregon state prisons. Most of these
interviewees (31) were recruited through
snowball sampling as a result of my research
assistants’ personal networks. I recruited an
additional 10 interviewees through snowball
sampling via my own personal networks,
and [ recruited three interviewees through
their connections to prison administrators. Of
these formerly incarcerated respondents, 15
(34 percent) were non-Hispanic Black, 17 (39
percent) were non-Hispanic white, and 12 (27
percent) were Hispanic. The vast majority (86
percent) were men, and they ranged in age
from mid-20s to late-60s.

Interviews with formerly incarcerated
people lasted approximately 90 minutes, on
average. The shortest interview was 31 min-
utes, and the longest lasted more than six
hours, spread out across six separate inter-
view sessions. The interviews were wide-
ranging, asking questions about respondents’
work experiences before, during, and after
incarceration. For this article, I focus on
responses concerning work inside the prison.
We asked questions about the process by
which respondents obtained jobs in prison,
the conditions of work within these jobs, the
wages they were paid and hours they worked,
as well as other job amenities and hardships.
We also asked whether respondents partici-
pated in other forms of work inside prison
(whether sanctioned or not) and how these
activities related to their formal employment.

As is the case with my interviews among
prison administrators, interviews among
formerly incarcerated people are likely not
representative of the experience of people
incarcerated in state prisons nationwide. The
experience of incarceration varies dramatically
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across different states (see Barker 2009),
and even across different facilities within
the same state. Moreover, because we relied
heavily on social networks for recruitment of
our sample, it seems likely these respondents
were more similar to the research team on a
range of unobserved characteristics than the
population of formerly incarcerated people
as a whole. Again, however, the purpose
of these interviews was not to document
the statistically average experience of prison
work, but rather to understand how the pat-
terns observed in the quantitative data, and in
interviews with prison administrators, might
relate to the everyday experience of prison
work as experienced by incarcerated people
themselves.

FINDINGS

The Changing Organization of State
Prison Labor

The first set of results reports on two distinct
but related changes to the organization of state
prison labor in the years since 1970: a steady
decline in the number of hours worked by the
average incarcerated person, and sharpening
inequality in the distribution of work hours
and work income among incarcerated people.
These changes took place in the context of the
more than fivefold expansion in state incar-
ceration rates. As the prison’s prominence
within U.S. society grew, the significance of
prison labor to the experience of incarceration
shifted.

Declining work for the average incar-
cerated person. 1firstreporton apreviously
undocumented trend among incarcerated peo-
ple in state prisons in the years after 1970:
the steady decline of work in prison for the
average incarcerated person. This trend is due
to a decline in the proportion of incarcerated
people who reported having any work assign-
ment in state prisons, as well as a decline in
the number of work hours per week among
those with a work assignment. As the black
bars of Figure 2A show, in 1974, 78 percent

of incarcerated people reported having a job
assignment of some sort within the prison. By
2004, this number had dropped to 63 percent.
Figure 2B shows that the average number of
hours worked per week among those working
also declined, from 37.3 hours per week in
1974 to 22.8 hours per week in 2004.
Combining these data (i.e., including those
who report not working as having worked 0
hours per week) in Figure 2C, we see that,
over the entire period, there was a decline of
more than 50 percent in the average number
of hours worked by an incarcerated person in
an average week: from 29.2 hours per week in
1974 to 14.4 hours per week in 2004. Another
way of considering the data is that, in 1974,
65 percent of incarcerated people were work-
ing “full-time,” at least 35 hours a week. By
2004, this number had declined to 30 percent.
The gray bars in panels A, B, and C of Fig-
ure 2 are a broader measure of work among
those incarcerated; they include as “work-
ing” anyone who reported having a work
assignment either within the prison or in a
work-release program. Panel A shows that
the decline of prison work—for which I have
precise measures between 1974 and 2004—
seems to have continued through 2016.
Whereas 80 percent of incarcerated people
reported having some kind of work assign-
ment in 1974, and 66 percent reported having
some kind of work assignment in 2004, only
58 percent reported having a work assignment
in 2016. There is no evidence that a rise in
work-release programs explains the decline
of within-prison work assignments, as the
decline in any work assignment mirrors the
decline in work assignments within prison.
Might these trends be driven by changes
in the composition of people in state prisons,
or changes in other forms of prison program-
ming? For example, if white people in prison
were more likely to work than Black peo-
ple, and the share of Black people in prison
increased, this could explain the decline of
work in state prisons rather than a change in
the role of work itself. Likewise, if people
involved in educational programs were less
likely to have a job in prison, and the share
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Figure 2. Declining Average Work in State Prisons, 1974 to 2016

of people involved in educational programs
increased, this might also explain the decline
of work in state prisons. Appendix Table
Al examines the trends explored above in a
regression framework, allowing me to con-
trol for the demographics of people in prison
and their involvement in other programs.
These models suggest that the decline of
work in prison cannot be explained by the
changing composition of incarcerated people
themselves, or their changing participation in
other kinds of programs. Figure 2D (based on
Model 3 of Appendix Table A1) displays the
predicted hours of work for an incarcerated
person in each survey year, after adjusting
for race, age, sex, education, and whether or
not a person was employed before they were
incarcerated. The similarity of these predicted

values with Figure 2C suggests the compo-
sitional differences in the prison population
explain little of the decline in prison work
over time.

How should we make sense of the declin-
ing amount of work conducted by the average
incarcerated person in the period after 1970?
It would be inaccurate to say that prison labor
declined in aggregate during this period. Given
the sharp increase in the incarceration rate
during the period under study, the aggregate
number of people working in prison (and hours
of prison labor) certainly increased, even as
the amount of work conducted by the average
incarcerated person decreased by half.® Yet for
those incarcerated, the meaning of work, and
of joblessness, within the prison seems to have
shifted, in ways I expand upon below.
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Figure 3. Increasing Variation in Incarcerated People’s Relationship to Work, 1974 to 2004

Increasing inequality in distribu-
tion of hours and income. The decline
in average hours of work in state prisons was
accompanied by increasing heterogeneity in
incarcerated people’s relationship to work. We
can see this in a general way by breaking down
incarcerated people’s relationship to work into
three categories: people working for pay, peo-
ple working without pay, and people not work-
ing. Figure 3 displays this composition over
time. In 1974, the majority (52 percent) of
incarcerated people in state prisons were work-
ing for pay, a smaller proportion (25 percent)
were working without pay, and an even smaller
proportion (23 percent) had no work assign-
ment. By 2004, a much smaller proportion of
incarcerated people (34 percent) in state pris-
ons were working for pay, the proportion of
incarcerated people working without pay had
stayed relatively flat (26 percent), and the pro-
portion of incarcerated people without work
had increased sharply (to 40 percent).

The distribution of work hours, and com-
pensation for work, also grew significantly
more unequal over this period. Figure 4 dis-
plays changes in the Gini coefficient for hours
worked and weekly income among all people

incarcerated in state prisons (panel A), as well as
among two subsets of incarcerated people: all of
those working (panel B) and all of those work-
ing for pay (panel C). The trend across each of
these measures, for each of these samples, is
similar and unambiguous: the distribution of
both work hours and income grew increasingly
unequal over the period. This was true for incar-
cerated people as a whole, as well as among the
subsamples of those working and those working
for pay. In analyses not shown but available
upon request, | find that, among those working,
the association between hours and wages also
became stronger over the period, along both
the extensive margin (i.e., respondents who
were paid reported working more than those
who were unpaid) and the intensive margin
(i.e., respondents who were paid more reported
working more than those who were paid less).
In other words, respondents working the most
hours were increasingly also compensated the
most per hour. The experience of incarceration
had long been an unequal one; from 1974 to
2004, these inequalities grew even sharper.
Another way of appreciating the growing
inequality in incarcerated people’s relation-
ship to prison work is to examine changes
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to the hours of work and compensation for
different job categories in prison. As outlined
above, production work has typically been
considered the highest status work within the
prison, and “prison housework™ has been con-
sidered the lowest. Across the period 1974
to 2004, more prison workers were assigned
to prison housework jobs than to any other
category (in 2004, 67 percent of incarcerated
workers reported working in prison house-
work jobs, up from 49 percent in 1974). Over
this same period, production jobs were always
relatively scarce (by 2004, only 5 percent of
incarcerated workers reported working in pro-
duction jobs, down from 13 percent in 1974).

But between 1974 and 2004, the experi-
ence of work in these opposite ends of the
prison workforce diverged. In 1974, those
engaged in “prison housework” worked, on
average, nearly the same number of hours as
those engaged in production work (36 hours
compared to 35, respectively). On average,
those who engaged in “prison housework”
earned $12.59 per week, while those who
engaged in production earned $24.43, approx-
imately twice as much. By 2004, however,
those who engaged in “prison housework”
worked, on average, 22 hours per week, while
those engaged in production worked 29 hours
per week, or 32 percent more hours. Those
who engaged in “prison housework” earned,
on average, $5.88 per week, while those who
engaged in production earned $27.39, more
than four and a half times as much.

Market Ideas in State Prison Labor
Programs

As documented above, the average incarcer-
ated person worked approximately half as
many hours in 2004 as they had in 1974,
and, as a whole, incarcerated people’s rela-
tionship to work grew more unequal. These
changes to the structure of prison labor, I
argue, were accompanied by—and to some
extent, may have been caused by—changes
in the way administrators conceived of the
principles by which prison labor ought to be
organized and the purposes it ought to serve.

Marketlogics—referencesto price, choice, and
competition—became more salient in how
correctional administrators explained and jus-
tified the structure of work in prison.

The idea of the market. The idea for a
labor market within the prison took root in the
1970s in prison industry programs, in which
incarcerated people had traditionally pro-
duced items like license plates and furniture
for state governments. In 1975, the Justice
Department’s Law Enforcement Assistance
Administration (LEAA), alarmed by the
“inefficiency” of these programs, hired a con-
sulting firm, ECON, Inc., to review them and
recommend reforms.® Administrators worried
that these programs were not living up to their
economic potential, were increasing the costs
of criminal justice to taxpayers, and, impor-
tantly, that their inefficiencies had contributed
to waves of prison unrest over the previous
two decades: “Institutional security and tran-
quility are reduced as inmate frustrations rise
after hours wasted upon meaningless work
assignments” (Grissom 1981:2).

In 1978, the consultants published their
findings and recommendations. Their con-
cerns almost entirely focused on a series of
technical problems they believed had under-
mined the efficiency of prison industries:
“antiquated equipment,” “featherbedding,” a
“short work day,” “low skill jobs,” “unquali-
fied supervisory staff,” and “weak records
keeping systems.” They concluded, “It is diffi-
cult to imagine an environment more dissimi-
lar to industries which function in the private
sphere. . . . Realizing only a small fraction of
their economic potential, such programs are a
disservice to the taxpayers who must pay for
correctional programs” (ECON Inc. 1978:1).

The report invoked the free labor market
as the model to which these prison work
programs ought to aspire. In place of existing
prison industries programs, the consultants
outlined what they described as a new, “Free
Venture” model of correctional industries
(ECON Inc. 1978). As a contemporaneous
evaluation of the Free Venture model sum-
marized it, “The fundamental goal of Free



144

American Sociological Review 89(1)

Venture prison industries is the establishment
of prison industries which are as similar as
possible to their private sector counterparts,
within the constraints of security require-
ments and legislative restrictions.” Among
the principles defining this model were
“[ilnmate wages based upon productivity”
(Grissom 1981:2).

Along with promoting market principles in
the organization of state prison industries pro-
grams, the federal government also sought to
reintroduce prison labor for the use of private
businesses. In 1979, the federal government
began reopening state prison doors to private
industry, at least a crack, with the establish-
ment of the Prison Industries Enhancement
Certification program (PIECP), part of the
Justice Systems Improvement Act. The pro-
gram authorized the LEAA to license a lim-
ited number of partnerships between private
businesses and state departments of correc-
tions, for which legal limits on the distribu-
tion and sale of prison-made goods would
be lifted. Among the requirements for par-
ticipating departments of correction were that
incarcerated people had to be paid prevailing
community wages, and incarcerated people
must “participate on a voluntary basis” (Fed-
eral Registrar 1999, emphasis added).

By 1980, two concurrent processes within
state prison industries had begun: one con-
cerning the market principles around which
prison industries ought to be organized, and
the other concerning the private businesses
who were once again invited inside the gates.
Summarizing the sentiment of the period,
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Warren
Burger (1982:111) suggested that because the
country was about to “embark on a multi-
billion-dollar prison construction program,”
rather than building “more ‘warehouses’ . . .
we [should] change our thinking and build
factories with fences around them.”

Both of these processes intensified dur-
ing the 1990s. First, the Crime Control Act
of 1990 increased the number of jurisdic-
tions eligible to participate in the PIECP
program, from 20 to 50, and loosened restric-
tions on certification, which together made

“significant program expansion possible”
(Auerbach 2012:12). Second, in 1995, the
Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) selected
the Correctional Industries Association
(CIA)—a professional association of admin-
istrators who ran correctional industries
programs—as the new “technical assistance
contractor” for PIECP, a move intended to
strengthen the PIECP program by “bringing
the program inside the correction industries
community” (Auerbach 2012:15).

The relationship between market ideas
and prison labor structure. The ambition
of the new generation of market reformers to
reestablish links between state prison labor
and private business failed quite dramatically.
The PIECP legislation’s requirement that pri-
vate companies pay people in prison prevailing
community wages meant the one significant
comparative advantage the prison offered—a
group of cheap workers—was rendered moot.
Private firms have thus largely stayed away.
At its height, in 2005, the PIECP program
involved only 6,555 incarcerated people in
state prisons anywhere in the country, approxi-
mately one half of 1 percent (0.0052) of those
incarcerated in state prisons that year.

A state’s decision to pursue a PIECP cer-
tificate is likely associated with a state’s
embrace of the market orientation to prison
labor promoted by the federal government
over these years. However, because the actual
involvement of private businesses in PIECP
states remains exceedingly small, it is unlikely
to have had any substantial impact on the
organization of prison work systemwide. This
allows me to explore, in a preliminary way, if
and how the market ideas associated with the
pursuit of the PIECP certificate, even in the
absence of any meaningful implementation,
are associated with changes in the organiza-
tion of prison labor.

As explained in the Methods section, I
analyze the two years of data (1991 and
2004) for which I am able to link respond-
ents to states with a relatively high degree
of confidence. I then compare respondents
from the 16 states that implemented the
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PIECP program between 1991 and 2004 with
respondents from states that either did not
have the PIECP program in either year (14
states) or had implemented the PIECP pro-
gram prior to 1991 (20 states), adjusting for
state and year effects. This allows me to
estimate the association of a change in PIECP
status (net of state and year) on the outcomes
in which I am interested: the number of hours
incarcerated people work and how much they
are paid for this work across different job
categories.

Figure 5 displays results from multilevel
models investigating the association between
a change in a state’s involvement in PIECP
and changes to the prison labor structure,
disaggregated by occupational categories cor-
responding with different levels of job status:
prison housework (low status), other (middle
status), and production (high status). Panel A
illustrates the association between a state’s
acquisition of PIECP status and changes in
hours worked across job categories. It sug-
gests a state’s acquisition of PIECP status is
associated with a significant decline in the
average number of hours worked by those
assigned to prison housework jobs (a drop of
about 1.7 hours). During the years covered by
this analysis, the majority of prison workers
(62 percent) had prison housework assign-
ments. This likely helps explain why (in an
analysis not displayed) I find that a change in
PIECP status is associated with a statistically
significant decline in the average number of
hours an incarcerated person works regard-
less of job category.

Panels B and C in Figure 5 illustrate the
association between a state’s acquisition of
PIECP status and changes in the wages and
weekly income earned by incarcerated people
working in different job categories. Here, we
see that a state’s acquisition of PIECP status
is associated with higher wages and weekly
earnings across job categories, but the gains
are unequally distributed. A state’s acquisi-
tion of PIECP status is associated with a
significantly higher increase in wages among
those working in production than among
those working in prison housework jobs; like-
wise, a state’s acquisition of PIECP status is

associated with a significantly higher increase
in weekly earnings among those working
in production than among those working in
prison housework. Overall, a state’s acqui-
sition of PIECP status is associated with a
decline in average work hours and a sharpen-
ing of inequality in the hours worked and pay
across different job categories—similar to the
trends we see at the national level.

We should treat these results as prelimi-
nary. First, they rely on only two years of data.
Second, it is unclear by what process, exactly,
states select into participation in the PIECP
program, meaning the relationship between
PIECP enrollment and the structure of prison
employment might be confounded by changes
within a state that explain both the decision
to enroll in the program and the observed
changes to the organization of prison labor.
But the results do provide at least tentative
support for the idea that the introduction of a
market orientation to prison labor—operation-
alized by a state’s participation in the PIECP
program—is, at the state level, associated
with a decline in average working hours and
increasing inequality in the hours, wages, and
weekly incomes in the work that remains.
This, in turn, implies that similar national-
level changes in the organization of prison
labor, observed earlier, may be associated
with, and even driven by, the emergence of a
market orientation to prison labor.

Market Understandings in Prison Life

How is the market invoked among prison
administrators and incarcerated people them-
selves? What does it mean for people to con-
sider the contemporary organization of prison
labor through the framework of the market?
And what work do such understandings do,
in terms of what they highlight and what they
occlude? I now turn to these questions.

Correctional administrators. Correctional
administrators with jurisdiction over prison
labor emphasized how market principles
of price, choice, and competition played a
role in their management of prison labor.
Through the invocation of such principles,
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administrators  suggested the structural
absence of work within the prison was related
to incarcerated people’s “choices” with rela-
tionship to work (i.e., their lack of work ethic)
and that it was necessary to provide economic
incentives to motivate incarcerated people to
work, particularly within jobs that demanded
longer hours or more difficult working condi-
tions. Administrators also discussed the role
of competition across departments within the
prison as driving wages up for the most
sought-after incarcerated workers. Adminis-
trators described incarcerated people as hav-
ing more choice with respect to work than
they had in the past, suggesting a break from
a history of hard labor. But their accounts also
minimize the reality that any choice in prison
occurs within a context of extreme coercion,
demonstrating how contemporary market talk
may obscure the arrangement of power within
the prison.

Central to many administrators’ accounts
was the “choice” that incarcerated people had
about whether or not to work. When I asked
an administrator in North Dakota whether
incarcerated people were required to work,
he responded, “You get some people that are
just, you know, they just want to be left alone.
... We can’t force anybody to work.” The
decision not to work, he continued, would not
have any consequences for incarcerated peo-
ple other than the fact that “they don’t have
another source of income.” An administrator
in Missouri noted that incarcerated people
had many job opportunities, but “[o]ne of the
tricky parts about prison, and I think it’s this
way in most states, the people in prison don’t
have to do a single thing if they don’t want
to.” An administrator in Utah said that while
some sorts of programming were mandatory,
meaning there would be disciplinary con-
sequences for refusing, this was not true of
work programs: “There’s no real consequence
outside of you wouldn’t have as much money
on your books.” A Rhode Island administra-
tor said, “We can’t mandate work, so . . . we
encourage it.”

These accounts almost certainly overstate
incarcerated people’s choices concerning

work, and about their freedom of choice more
generally. The idea that incarcerated people
“don’t have to do a single thing if they don’t
want to,” for instance, belies the coercion
inherent in the experience of incarceration.
And while the North Dakota administrator
suggested the state could not “force anybody
to work,” the state’s Facility Handbook for
prisons notes that if an incarcerated person
“refuse[s] to take a job assignment from
the Job Placement Committee, [they] may
receive a disciplinary report” (North Dakota
DOCR 2021:74). In Kentucky, an administra-
tor argued that “we cannot force an inmate to
work,” while acknowledging, unprompted,
there would be “some repercussions™ for not
working, such as being moved to a special
housing unit with others who refused and
being “track[ed] . . . more closely.” Likewise,
in Michigan, an administrator said that while
“prisoners here are not compelled to work,”
if they refused to work they would be put on
“double low status,” with limits on their lei-
sure time. The “freedom” to choose whether
or not to work was often in a context in which
refusal could lead to greater punishment. The
principle of “less eligibility,” historically used
to make prison less attractive than finding
work outside it, was now used to motivate
work within it.

That said, many administrators acknowl-
edged there simply were not enough “real”
jobs to occupy everyone. In Wisconsin, an
administrator observed that many incarcer-
ated people who wanted to work were “invol-
untarily unassigned” because “there’s just not
enough jobs in the institution to be able
to employ” everyone. Other administrators
acknowledged that many of the jobs they
offered in their facilities demanded very little
actual work. A Kentucky administrator refer-
enced how someone working as a porter in
the unit could “hurry up and get their job done
and go back to bed in a couple of hours,” and
a Rhode Island administrator admitted that a
job that looked like an eight-hour assignment
on paper might actually take an hour and a
half. Work requirements were often in name
only, these administrators implied, and people
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could get away with doing very little work if
they so chose.

In this environment, administrators sug-
gested they needed to incentivize people to
work in the few jobs that required real time and
effort. Several discussed how they increased
the wages for jobs that demanded high skill
levels or that were particularly onerous. In
Utah, an administrator explained they were in
the process of building a new prison facility,
and incarcerated people were responsible for
making and installing many of the products
that would be used in the new building. She
needed a “work crew of incarcerated individu-
als to be at the site installing” the furniture,
but she was having difficulty finding qualified
applicants, so “we’ve had to just make it a
little more exciting” with a higher wage. In
Alaska (where the prison and jail population
are combined), the prison has “detox cells”
for new arrivals who come to prison drunk or
addicted to drugs, and the prison hires other
incarcerated people to “watch for signs of
detox distress.” An administrator explained,
“No one wants to sit in a room with somebody
who’s going to be puking, and who’s pissed
off because they’re drunk, and they just got
arrested, right? So . . . instead of 40 cents an
hour, we’re gonna pay you a dollar an hour.
All of a sudden, we got people who are per-
fectly happy sitting in a corner for a few hours
doing absolutely nothing.”

Some administrators discussed setting
wages in relationship to how much the prison
depended on an incarcerated person’s labor.
For instance, a Missouri administrator said
that kitchen jobs began at $7.50 a month, but
prison cooks, at the top of the kitchen hierar-
chy, could make anywhere between $25 and
$40 a month “because they’ve actually got a
skill and we’ve got to rely on them to make
a good palatable product.” In Kentucky, an
administrator explained how, just within the
past few years, they had changed their pay
policy to incentivize productivity rather than
seniority: “In the past, anybody was eligible
for a pay raise based on time . . . which we felt
like was not a good incentive, because a guy
could literally be one of the worst employees

you have and he would be at top pay within
X number of years.” The new policy made a
huge difference, “because our skilled labor
guys, who really want to do a good job, are
striving for those positions just like you or |
or anybody else would.”

Administrators also discussed how compe-
tition for the best prison workers drove wages
up at the top of the prison labor market. As
seen in the quantitative data, in most states,
prison industries programs (production work)
paid significantly more than other forms of
work, a source of consternation for those
responsible for supervising that other work.
As one prison industries director put it, I
think anybody would want to employ the best
people possible.” Because he was able to pay
more than others, he was able to attract the
best candidates, and he would sometimes get
“a little razzing” about it from the wardens,
who were unable to compete: “They wish
they could pay what I could pay.” Con-
versely, in Kentucky, an interviewee involved
in prison industries recounted how wages for
other forms of work had started to increase,
meaning “we were actually in competition
with those jobs, there might be like a janitor
position cleaning the dorm, almost making
as much as a guy in industry.” This was
alarming to him, and so prison industries had
recently increased wages on the industries
side: “That’s made a big difference for us
being able to recruit the best of the best to
come work for us.”

Formerly incarcerated people. Prison
administrators’ accounts were echoed, to
some extent, in the accounts from formerly
incarcerated people, many of whom also
described a system of prison labor in which
they had some degree of choice over their
work conditions, and in which wage incen-
tives were an important consideration in their
work decisions. But the accounts of formerly
incarcerated people also highlight how these
choices, and these incentives, exist within a
context of extreme domination.

Many interviewees reported they were
required to have a work assignment while
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in prison. Yet what this meant in practice
varied widely. For instance, Oregon’s Ballot
Measure 17, passed by referendum in 1994,
requires incarcerated people to work 40 hours
per week. In practice, however, this could not
be enforced because there simply was not
enough work to go around. As one formerly
incarcerated person put it, “In Oregon the
law says that it’s mandatory work, but there
just aren’t enough jobs. Not even close.” He
estimated there was enough work for 30 to 50
percent of incarcerated people. If a person did
not want to work, he said, it was not hard for
them to avoid it.

New York, like Oregon, has a formal
requirement that, unless they are in school,
an incarcerated person is supposed to have a
job assignment. Several formerly incarcerated
people in New York pointed out that if you
tried to refuse work there would be severe
consequences. One said that if you “didn’t
want to work, you was going to the box.”
Another said that if you refused work, you
could “get disciplinary action.” That said,
many of the entry-level job assignments in
New York required very few hours of work.
One formerly incarcerated person described
a “chapel porter” job that required about 30
minutes of work a day: “I just cleaned, I swept
and mopped the chapel, took out the garbage,
and then went about my business.” Another
formerly incarcerated person from New York
described a “sanitation job” that was “one of
the sweetest things, because you only work 10
minutes a day. You ride around in the truck
... and you’re done.” A third described how
he “kinda worked as a porter,” responsible
for cleaning the yard, but within three weeks
he “got cool with a cop” (i.e., a correctional
officer) who told him, “You don’t really have
to come in.” This person’s formal job assign-
ment belied the fact that he did not actually
have to do any work. A fourth said that most
of the porter jobs within the dorms would take
no more than an hour, and “once you finish
doing what you’re doing in the dorm, you’re
not really doing nothing else.”

Several interviewees from Virginia
reported they did not work at all for long

stretches of their sentences. One person, who
spent five years incarcerated in a Virginia
state prison, explained that his disciplinary
record was never clean enough for him to get
a job. At the time, he “never did shit but work
out in the weight pile and get high.” Another
formerly incarcerated person from Virginia
explained that he “did not have a state job
the whole time I was in” the state prison, and
instead took part in “a million side hustles.”

If it was possible not to work while in
prison, or work very little, why did many peo-
ple work longer hours? Interviewees reported
a wide range of amenities that came with
work assignments, many of which are outside
the scope of my analysis: the free food that
might come with a job in the kitchen; being
able to groom oneself regularly if one worked
in the barber shop; the freedom of move-
ment that came with a position in the yard;
the protection that could accompany working
closely with a correctional officer; the chance
to move illicit products, and information, in
the library; and just having something to do
with one’s time.

The relative absence of work within the
prison could make a job feel like a privilege
rather than a punishment, at least for some.
The Virginia interviewee whose record was
not clean enough for a job said explicitly, “It
was kind of a privilege to work.” Another Vir-
ginia interviewee discussed how he had vol-
unteered to be transferred to a different prison
that was just opening because he was “guar-
anteed a job” there, suggesting a job was con-
sidered an amenity rather than a drawback.
A formerly incarcerated person from Oregon
said that while the relative absence of work
meant most people were not forced to work
if they did not want to, “most people want to
do something. It’s how you get a little bit of
spending money.”

Interviewees broadly affirmed that the
wage was one of the most important factors in
their decisions about work in prison. Among
journalistic discussions of prison work, prison
workers’ low pay tends to be treated as defini-
tive evidence of coercion. Incarcerated people
themselves, however, tend to be much more
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attentive to differentiation within these low
wages. As Gibson-Light (2020:203) observes,
“Although the difference between $0.20 and
$1.00 per hour might seem minimal to an
outsider, prisoners and staffers alike attested
that this gap could generate divergent car-
ceral experiences as men relied on wages
for necessary goods and services.” This idea
was affirmed in my interviews. One formerly
incarcerated person from New York described
how “the difference from 10 cents to 25 cents
an hour is a big difference.” The lower wage
meant an incarcerated person could likely
only buy “two ramens and a soap” for a
week’s worth of work, which led to a lower
status than those who could afford more sup-
plies: “You can tell who’s poor just by smell,
or maybe seeing the ashy-ness of their skin.”

A formerly incarcerated person from Oregon
explained that although “you can live off the
state while incarcerated without any finances,
it’s just less enjoyable, because you won’t
be able to have all the things that you want
or have all the connections that you want.”
When he got a well-paying job in the prison,
he was able to afford things that “improv{ed]
quality of life”—phone calls to people on the
outside; shoes that were of better quality than
the state-issued shoes, which “were not very
comfortable, they didn’t last very long, they
smelled funny”; and food, like protein bars
and tuna fish, that were “more healthy than
what they would serve.” Another person from
Oregon said the $80 per month he was paid as a
law librarian went a long way compared to the
$30 he was paid as an orderly: “You can sup-
plement your diet, get protein shake stuff for
working out. That difference made life, I would
say, significantly better. Just gives you more
options and a little bit more freedom.” A for-
merly incarcerated person in Virginia discussed
how the $0.45 an hour he made on a mainte-
nance crew was good money—he “ended up
saving . . . a lot of money.”

Many of the incarcerated people inter-
viewed described a degree of choice between
a job that paid very little but required no
effort, and a “real” job that was compen-
sated well but required actual commitment.

A formerly incarcerated person from Oregon
described the tradeoff in stark terms:

If you go to work for the call center, you’re
going to be sitting on a phone for eight
hours a day. . . . You’re going to punch in,
you’re going to punch out. If you work on
the yard, you’re going to go out there for
maybe an hour or two in the morning and
a couple hours in the afternoon and you’re
gone. So that’s part of the tradeoff, is that
you’re going to work more hours, but again,
you’re gonna get compensated for those in
a different way.

Another formerly incarcerated person from
Oregon made a similar distinction. If you
worked doing laundry for the institution, a
lower-paying, lower-status job, “chances are
they’re going to let you off early most days,
and you get multiple bathroom breaks.” Call
center positions paid much more, but “you’re
expected to make this many calls and get this
many leads, and you’re being directly moni-
tored through the entire process.”

A formerly incarcerated person from Vir-
ginia decided to give up a laidback job in
prison intake for a more difficult job in the
prison’s flash freeze vegetable plant because
of the higher pay: “My job was standing
there cutting vegetables. . . . So I had this
big ass knife that was cabled to the counter.
And we cut vegetables for—they had three
8-hour shifts going on down there.” He had
to punch in and out of a time-clock but was
paid $1.10 an hour, far more than any other
job he had been offered. Another formerly
incarcerated person in Virginia left a job on
the prison farm, where he had grown emo-
tionally attached to taking care of the heifers,
for a job working demolition. The demolition
job was much harder and required much more
work, “at least 40 hours a week,” but paid
$0.95 an hour, “the most any inmate in the
Virginia Penitentiary could hope to make.”
Working this job was “the first time I was
able to live on my penitentiary salary”; it paid
“enough to sustain my little coffee habit,”
and he even “saved a little bit of money.”
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Formerly incarcerated people explained in
detail the tradeoffs they made between the
difficulty of the jobs they worked and the pay
they received.

Formerly incarcerated people also dis-
cussed a tradeoff between pay and the hazards
to which they were subjected. In New York,
an interviewee explained how he transferred
from a mattress shop job to a job involv-
ing asbestos abatement “because the asbestos
paid more money.” The mattress shop paid
$15 every two weeks, whereas the asbestos
abatement paid $60 over the same interval. As
he explained, the asbestos job offered so much
more money because “a lot of people didn’t
like working in asbestos” due to the health
risks associated with it: “Mesothelioma, lung
disease, and all that.” Another person from
New York explained how he was assigned to
the “blood spill team” at Coxsackie Correc-
tional Facility, a particularly violent facility
at the time of his incarceration. He said he
was compensated $18 and given cigarettes
every time he was asked to clean up blood,
which was quite frequently, as “every time
the gates [cells] crack, somebody getting cut
or stabbed there.”

Formerly incarcerated people in all three
states—Virginia, Oregon, and New York—
described internal labor markets within
the prison that support the broad story of
historical change outlined above, in which
pay inequality and some degree of choice
increasingly structured the organization of
prison work. Yet there were also interest-
ing differences between the accounts of for-
merly incarcerated people in these different
states. Oregon and Virginia were relatively
early adopters of the PIECP program, having
adopted it in 1989 and 1995, respectively.
New York, on the other hand, is one of the
few remaining states not to have adopted
the PIECP program. There is thus reason to
suspect that the role of market incentives and
competition might be less prevalent in New
York compared to Oregon and Virginia.

Although my interviews were not a rep-
resentative sample of formerly incarcerated
people across these three states, the patterns

among them are suggestive. Interviewees
from New York were more likely to empha-
size the coercive nature of prison work than
were interviewees from Oregon or Virginia.
For example, three interviewees from New
York volunteered that prison labor was analo-
gous to slavery. Such explicit analogies to
enslavement, which echo Hatton’s (2018)
interviews of formerly incarcerated people
in New York, were absent from interviews
in Virginia and Oregon. To some extent, the
market organization of prison labor, more
prominent in Oregon and Virginia, may have
made prison labor feel less coercive, helping
generate consent to the condition of extreme
state control.

Of course, even in places like Oregon—
the state with what appeared to be the most
developed internal labor market of the three—
incarcerated people’s choices with respect to
work were severely constrained. One respond-
ent described how he worked his way up to a
highly desired job as an assisted living orderly,
in which he was placed in a cell with an
elderly incarcerated person, for whom he was
responsible. He thought it would be an easy
gig, with relatively high pay and relatively few
responsibilities, until he was assigned to a per-
son with dementia who “wouldn’t stop mas-
turbating when I was in the cell.” Once you
were assigned to a person, “You don’t really
have a choice.” He was not permitted to quit
the job until, ultimately, he filed a Prison Rape
Elimination Act (PREA) complaint against his
assignee: “That was probably the . . . worst
weeks of my life in prison.”

Market Discipline: Morals and
Management

How have the organizational shifts described
above changed the way prison officials
understand the moral significance of work
in prison? In a report on the goals of prison
industry supported by the American Cor-
rectional Association, Guynes and Grieser
(1986:19) observed that a “subtle change”
had begun to take hold among prison reform-
ers. Whereas correctional theorists had long
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believed “inmates could be reformed by
the act of laboring,” an emergent model
emphasized the need for prison industry to
map onto a “real world parallel.” Notably,
coercing incarcerated people to work was no
longer viewed as reformative. Instead, the
real-world model required prison industries to
operate using “inmate incentives and penal-
ties.” In a separate report, Grissom (1981:7)
observed that, in light of the prison riots of
the mid-twentieth century, prison industries
managers were being encouraged to “change
their approach in dealing with inmate work-
ers from an autocratic style to one stressing
motivation.”

In the accounts of prison administrators
today, we no longer hear about the act of labor
as transforming people’s psyches. Nor do we
hear much about the ways prison labor is
distinct from “ordinary work.” Rather, admin-
istrators describe the importance of establish-
ing labor markets inside the prison that are
as similar as possible to those on the outside.
Administrators in Oregon and North Dakota
emphasized the internal labor market as mak-
ing possible the broader correctional goals of
“normalization” and ‘“humanization.” Like-
wise, an administrator from Kentucky said,
“We treat it as much like we can as an indus-
try on the street. . . . We do application pro-
cesses, you get pay raises based on skill level
and things like that. So, you know, we really
try to make it mimic what life on the outside
will be so that there’s not a shock value to
these people [once they get out].”

Alongside this commitment to creating
structures and processes that resemble the
outside market as much as possible, admin-
istrators seem to have shifted their own sense
of responsibility for those in custody, viewing
incarcerated people as responsible for their
own choices and outcomes with respect to a
prison labor market. This perspective is con-
sistent with the idea that incarcerated people
have choices about their own work-life in
prison, but it neglects the ways work oppor-
tunities in prison have declined, focusing
instead on moral distinctions among incar-
cerated people themselves. For instance, a

Rhode Island administrator explained that
some people “come in and they want to
work,” whereas others “want to go play bas-
ketball, they want to just hang out in the yard.
... They have no incentive to work, regard-
less of what we try and do.” An administrator
in Alaska said that for some people, “nothing
is going to incentivize” work: “It’s just, ‘I’d
rather sleep my sentence away.’ . . . That’s an
internal switch that we haven’t been able to
flip yet.” In Missouri, an administrator said
that despite all the jobs and opportunities
they offered incarcerated people, “there’s still
a lot of offenders sitting around doing noth-
ing,” because people in prison “don’t have
to work. . . . They can do nothing for their
entire time.” Rather than shaping incarcer-
ated people through mandatory work, many
administrators saw themselves as offering
opportunities to incarcerated people that these
people could accept or reject. As an adminis-
trator from Wisconsin put it, “It’s really hard
to get people to see past Friday, and get them
to see down the road.” Those who did not
work were recast as lazy and unmotivated.
These internal distinctions generated
through the labor market aligned with admin-
istrators’ concerns with prison management.
For instance, in Wisconsin, to qualify to apply
for industry jobs, which paid more than any-
thing on the institutional side, an incarcerated
person had to have no rule violations for the
previous 12 months. According to an admin-
istrator, this “incentivizes people to be more
rule compliant, makes the institution safer.” In
Utah, an administrator described how PIECP
jobs, which paid far more than any other job
in the prison, were “coveted,” and they only
“consider the people who are really invested
in the work and doing good work for those
positions when they come up.” This was “an
incentive for the others,” she said, a carrot that
would motivate everyone else to behave. This
sentiment was echoed in the account of one
incarcerated person from Oregon, who thought
there had been less extortion among incarcer-
ated people in Oregon prisons since the intro-
duction of new job ladders: “Once you start
establishing some routes [to] where you’ve got
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a job that you like, or one that at least pays you
enough that you feel comfortable continuing to
do it, you don’t want to lose it.”

Today, administrators seem to see the prison
labor market as a way of categorizing and dif-
ferentiating those in their custody—a way of
distinguishing between those who are motivated
and those who are not, those who pose risks and
those who do not. Through such distinctions,
and the privileges (and pains) associated with
them, the prison might motivate incarcerated
people to compete with one another for more
pay and more privileges. We see these distinc-
tions come alive for incarcerated people them-
selves in Gibson-Light’s (2020) account of the
symbolic boundaries that incarcerated people
draw between themselves and those below them
in the job status hierarchy. This was true in my
interviews as well, as incarcerated people dis-
cussed the ways their prison pay allowed them
to live in more comfort than their peers; or the
ways their “real jobs” were distinct from the
make-work they left behind.

CONCLUSIONS

The case of prison labor, historically and in
the contemporary era, reminds us of the ways
coercion has always been integral to labor
markets, albeit differently in different histori-
cal eras. In the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, forced labor for profit was
central to the political economy of the prison.
Coercion was consistent with moral visions
of prison labor: rehabilitative in the North
and punitive in the South. Today, when prison
administrators’ orientation to prison labor
centers more on internal order than on profit,
their moral vision of prison labor seems to
have shifted as well. Administrators down-
play the transformative potential of work
itself, and instead describe the importance of
making the job market inside the prison as
similar to the one outside as possible, so that
incarcerated people can learn to respond to
market incentives—and can behave as disci-
plined market subjects inside.

We tend to imagine labor markets as
being associated with the ends of economic

production, yet the case of contemporary
prison labor challenges this association. The
period in which prison labor was most clearly
profitable, when there was a vibrant market
outside the prison for the goods produced
by incarcerated people, was also the period
in which incarcerated people had no choice
about whether and how to deploy their labor.
In the contemporary period, incarcerated peo-
ple have more (albeit limited) discretion over
the allocation of their own labor power, but
the products of this labor are more estranged
from any external market than ever before.
In the contemporary era, prevalent market
ideas—of price, choice, and competition—
flourish even within our society’s most coer-
cive institutions, oriented toward control as
much as production.

We should not, of course, understate the
extent to which profits are still extracted
from incarcerated people during and after
their incarceration. Local, state, and federal
criminal justice organizations expropriate
resources from the poor through fines, fees,
seizures, and the like (Harris 2016; Page
and Soss 2021). And private companies often
charge incarcerated people inflated prices for
things like phone services and commissary
charges. As Page and Soss (2021:291) write,
“the center of gravity in criminal legal preda-
tion has shifted from labor to finance.”

Researchers have also suggested that
a criminal record may make it easier for
employers to exploit incarcerated people
upon their release, as the formerly incar-
cerated feel compelled to stay in jobs they
would otherwise quit (Purser 2012; Reich and
Prins 2020). In many cases, the criminal legal
system directly pressures people into disad-
vantageous positions within the labor market
through work requirements associated with
child support enforcement, criminal legal
debt, and probation and parole (Zatz 2020).
This is another important way in which the
criminal justice system may facilitate broader
forms of economic coercion. Indeed, to the
extent that people in prison learn, through
their participation in prison labor programs,
to feel a sense of personal responsibility in
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relationship to the coercive environment to
which they are subjected, this may facilitate a
similar orientation to work upon their release.
Within prison and without, the experience
of “freedom” with respect to one’s work is
embedded within a system of control.

One important limitation of this study is
that I was unable to interview any adminis-
trators or incarcerated people from states in
the Deep South. The quantitative dynamics
I described here (i.e., the decline of work
and increasing responsivity of work hours
to pay) are common across regions, but the
Deep South is unique in the extent to which
incarcerated people continue to be compelled
to work without pay. It is difficult to know
exactly how administrators in those states that
do not pay the vast majority of prison workers
organize or understand this work, although it
seems almost certain that market ideas do not
feature nearly so prominently. Future work
ought to explore if and how market logics
have emerged in states in which the legacy of
slavery is most enduring.

Moreover, even in states in which market
logics seem most evident, they clearly do
not operate alone: alternative logics of hier-
archy and reciprocity are deeply engrained
in the prison’s institutional life, undergird-
ing patron-client systems organized around
security, protection, favors, and status. Future
research might explore in more detail the
ways the market logics outlined here interact
with the range of other logics that percolate
within the prison.

Future work might also explore the impli-
cations of the shifting logics of prison labor
for racial and gender inequalities within
prison. Existing literature suggests racial
group membership and gender continue
to play important roles in the allocation of
prison work assignments (Crittenden et al.
2018; Gibson-Light 2022). In my own pre-
liminary analyses (Reich and Cowan 2023),
I find significant variation in pay by race at
the national level, yet this is explained almost
entirely by state-level variation in prison pay
and prison racial composition: the states that
pay less (or not at all) tend to be states that

incarcerate a higher proportion of non-white
people, but differences in pay by race disap-
pear once one controls for state. Here, again,
the legacy of differently racialized regional
histories of prison labor come to the fore.

Finally, my account of the emergence of
market discipline in prison labor programs
invites the question of the extent to which
we see similar dynamics in other institutional
arenas of U.S. life. How often are market
principles invoked and practiced to forward
ends that have little directly to do with profit?
To the extent the dynamics explored here
are similar to those seen in the contempo-
rary social welfare system, for example, one
implication may be that the imposition of
work requirements in welfare programs may
have had less to do with encouraging labor
market participation than with the symbolic
reconfiguration of the absence of work, as
market logics ascribe people’s lack of work
to their own choices. Within the prison and
without, market principles may be introduced
among the poor less as a means for the expro-
priation of their labor power than as a means
for their control.

APPENDIX

Could the decline of average work in prison
be explained by the changing composition
of people incarcerated, or their changing
participation in other kinds of programs?
Table Al displays the relationship between
the prevalence of prison work and survey
year in a multivariate regression framework.
Model 1 regresses whether or not one has
a work assignment within the prison on the
year in which one was surveyed. Model 2
regresses the number of hours one works per
week (within prison) on the year in which one
was surveyed, restricting attention to respon-
dents who report having a work assignment.
Model 3 regresses the number of hours one
works per week on the year in which one was
surveyed among all respondents. Models 4
and 5 are the same as Model 3, except they
include indicators for participation in certain
programs that are only asked in particular



Reich

155

survey years—whether or not one is partici-
pating in a counseling or vocational program
at the time of the survey (asked only in 1974
and 1991) and whether or not one has ever
participated in an educational or vocational
program (asked only in 1991, 1997, and
2004). In all the models except for Model 5,

1974 serves as the reference year. In Model
5, 1991 serves as the reference year. Overall,
the table shows that controlling for age, race,
gender, prior employment, education, and
other program participation makes little dif-
ference in explaining the decline in average
prison work.

Table A1. Relationship between Year and Prevalence of Work

Dependent Variable
Work
Assignment Weekly Hours (among Working)
Logistic OLS
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Year 1979 —.297%* —2.264** —3.851**
(.001) (.020) (.007)
Year 1986 —.428%* -3.796** -5.819**
(.003) (.023) (.017)
Year 1991 —.629%* —6.298** —8.787%* —8.373**
(.005) (.029) (.032) (.535)
Year 1997 —.709%* -10.706** -12.085** -3.233**
(.009) (.048) (.055) (.023)
Year 2004 —.826** -15.026** -15.556** —6.533**
(.013) (.055) (.070) (.011)
Age .015** .091** 150%* .145%* 157%*
(.002) (.010) (.010) (.023) (.009)
Black .087 -.345 .219 -.143 .554*
(.051) (.228) (.331) (.495) (.256)
Female .346** -1.342 1.234* .636** 1.622%*
(.066) (1.176) (.563) (.049) (.536)
Job before .243%% 1.300%* 2.419%* 3.230%* 2.462%*
Incarceration (.033) (.160) (.130) (.203) (.189)
Graduated High 151 1.089** 1.695** .948** 2.118**
School (.019) (.210) (.128) (.026) (.105)
Counseling 1.851
Program Now (1.343)
Vocational -2.128%*
Program Now (.341)

Educational 1.150**
Program Ever (.288)
Vocational 2.545%*
Program Ever (.410)
Constant .562%* 33.436** 22.217%* 22.515%* 11.541%**

(.108) (.316) (.376) (.444) (.559)
Observations 68,385 46,787 67,594 6,790 37,445
R? .086 .063 .038 .039
Adjusted R? .086 .063 .037 .039
Log Likelihood —-36,200.900

Akaike Inf. Crit. 72,423.810

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed tests).
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Notes

1. Average state per capita spending was approxi-
mately $9,000 in 1940 (in 2022 dollars), compared
to $55,000 by 1975. Per capita prison spending has
hovered around $50,000 since the early 1970s. Full
data are available upon request.

2. If prisons were operating in accordance with the
principle of “less eligibility,” the supposedly “more
eligible,” or preferable, condition shifted from that
of participation in the low-wage labor market to that
of persistent unemployment or underemployment
(Bonnet 2019).

3. The survey was renamed the “Survey of Prison
Inmates” in 2016. Related research (e.g., Phelps
2011) supplements the Survey of Inmates with data
from the Census of State and Federal Correctional
Facilities. However, with respect to the analysis of
work in prison over time, Census data are far less
useful than Survey of Inmates data. First, Census
data do not contain reliable information about incar-
cerated people’s work assignments in 1974, 1979,
or 1986. Between 1990 and 2005, it is possible to
estimate the proportion of incarcerated people with
work assignments from the Census data, and these
estimates are similar to the estimates I make using
the Survey of Inmates. But even in these years,
Census data do not include information about hours
worked among those with work assignments, which
is an important dimension of change in the orga-
nization of prison work over time. Finally, Census
data are collected at the level of the facility rather
than at the level of the individual incarcerated per-
son. Census data thus present administrators’ under-
standing of work assignments, rather than recording
work information from incarcerated people them-
selves. For these reasons I rely exclusively on the
Survey of Inmates for my analyses.

4. 1 manually coded this variable as NA among those
who reported a work-release assignment, because
presumably these respondents are ineligible for
work inside, although the results are not apprecia-
bly different if these respondents are coded 0.

5. One might argue that the decline in average work
hours in prison is actually a mechanical response
to the increasing number of people in prison. By
this logic, the prison system expanded so quickly
between the early 1970s and the early 2000s that
prison administrators simply could not incorpo-
rate all these new people into prison jobs quickly
enough. However, if the expansion of state cor-
rectional populations was the main driver of this
change, we might expect similar dynamics to be
operating across different dimensions of prison life.
For example, one would expect prison systems to be
even less capable of incorporating large numbers of
new people into rehabilitative programming, given
that this programming presumably has higher costs
and lower returns than work programming. Yet this
is not the case. Phelps’s (2011) influential analysis
of patterns in rehabilitative programming suggests
rates of rehabilitative programming remained quite
consistent as incarceration rates expanded.

6. ECON, Inc. was founded in 1973 by Klaus P.
Heiss, an economist who had previously worked as
a Research Associate at Princeton and as a Senior
Economist at Mathematica.
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