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The global garment industry is almost synonymous with exploitation in the contemporary
world. “Sweatshop labour” — the production of cheap clothes under poor working conditions,
including arbitrary discipline and restrictions on collective organising, for extremely low
wages — seems intuitively to be wrongfully exploitative. However, not everyone agrees.
Some libertarian philosophers and economists persuasively defend sweatshop labour. They
argue that workers actively seek and benefit from sweatshop jobs.

The recent philosophical literature has attempted to rebut the libertarian case by
applying theories of “transactional exploitation” (unfair transactions between two
individuals) to sweatshop labour. | argue, however, that these transactional accounts fail on
their own terms. Moreover, these accounts do not consider why the sweatshop labour-force
is predominantly made up of Third World and racialized women and why that is
problematic." | argue that sweatshop labour is an example of structural exploitation, by
drawing on, but significantly reformulating, Marxist insights. Recent political theory has
abandoned the Marxist view of exploitation as essentially structural. For Marxists,
exploitation is embedded in the capitalist economy and it is a forced transfer of surplus value
from the proletariat to the capitalist class. However, both transactional and Marxist accounts
fail to acknowledge that women make up 70-90% of the sweatshop workforce, a fact that
points to the structural and group-based nature of exploitation in sweatshops.

Structural exploitation, on my view, is the forced transfer of the productive powers of
socially disadvantaged groups to socially advantaged groups.Y This is an intersectional
definition of exploitation: it recognises the class basis of structural exploitation, but also that
certain social groups are structurally exploited, in this case along the axes of gender and
‘race’. It puts force at the centre of the definition, recognising the background conditions that
generate the eagerness for sweatshop jobs. It claims that what is lost through exploitation are
the productive powers of exploited groups. This definition derives from Iris Marion Young’s
early thoughts on exploitation, but where Young focused on the domestic context, arguably
sweatshop labour is an example of structural exploitation on a global scale.¥' Following
Young, | argue that sweatshop labour is unjust because structural exploitation is a form of
oppression, and it enables domination." The oppression and domination involved in

sweatshop labour can be mitigated to some extent by gender-based union organisation.



The Libertarian Case For Sweatshops

Defenders of sweatshops argue that sweatshops bring jobs, prosperity and growth to
developing countries.V" Sweatshop labour is often highly paid in comparison to available
alternatives and workers eagerly compete for these jobs. A sophisticated libertarian analysis
uses these empirical facts to claim that there is nothing wrong with sweatshop labour; in fact,
it is a good thing.

Matt Zwolinski’s defence of sweatshop labour hinges on the fact that individuals
choose to work in sweatshops. Their choice to do so is morally relevant because it is either
an exercise of their autonomy or expresses their preferences. The choice to work in a
sweatshop is an exercise of an individual’s autonomy because it involves furthering one’s
own personal projects, including survival, parental or spousal obligations. As such, it is
worthy of respect. Passing laws that prevent individuals entering into employment contracts
with sweatshops would violate their autonomy. Even if the individual chooses this job under
conditions of coercion, where there are few options, it is still an expression of their
preferences. Interfering to prevent the individual taking the job would be to deny their
preference-satisfaction and thus would be an instance of harm.

Furthermore, sweatshop labour is “mutually beneficial.” If we consider harm to occur
when one’s interests are setback, then no harm occurs in sweatshop labour; both parties gain
something.* Workers gain employment and owners gain financially. So, Zwolinski asks, in
what way can a transaction be mutually beneficial and wrongfully exploitative? He suggests
this could occur when the social surplus generated by the transaction is unfairly divided
between the two parties, so it is not as beneficial to workers as we think it ought to be.
However, corporations make workers better off than they used to be. Why is this wrong
when an alternative is for corporations not to provide any jobs at all? If TNCs did not
establish sweatshops in developing countries then the workers would acquire no benefits:
‘How, then, can it be permissible to neglect workers in the developing world, but
impermissible to exploit them, when exploitation is better for both parties...? This is the
“non-worseness claim” — if a transaction does not make either party worse off, it is preferable
to no transaction at all.

Sweatshop labour becomes wrongfully exploitative, in Zwolinski’s view, only when
the workers experience psychological or physical abuse. Wrongful exploitation occurs when

rights-violations occur.™ Where there are no rights violations, there is no wrongful



exploitation. However, laws exist in all countries to protect workers qua workers, or simply
as individuals, from human rights violations. The disagreement between libertarians and
those on the left, hinges on whether sweatshop labour is wrongfully exploitative when there
are no human rights violations. Is there anything wrong with sweatshop labour minus human
rights violations, where only the lesser evils of long hours, poor wages, arbitrary discipline

and restrictions on organising are involved?

Transactional Accounts

There has been resistance to the libertarian case for sweatshops from transactional accounts
of exploitation. There are two main transactional accounts in the contemporary literature:
either exploitation involves one agent unfairly taking advantage of another agent, or
exploitation involves one agent taking advantage of another agent in a degrading way.*" In
this section, | look at the transactional accounts of Chris Meyers (who takes the first view)
and Jeremy Snyder (who takes the second view) and | will argue that they do not successfully
rebut the libertarian case.

Chris Meyers has written an influential rebuttal of the libertarian case. He argues that
it rests on three claims.XV Firstly, it is never wrong to benefit someone (unless they are
legally entitled to more). Secondly, an individual cannot be wronged if they have consented
to the treatment with a reasonable amount of information and are not coerced. Thirdly, it is
not wrong to provide an extra option to an individual, provided one has not limited her
options or is responsible for the overall option set. Meyers seeks to show that a transaction
can be a) mutually beneficial, b) consensual, and c) fulfils the preferences of the exploited,
and still count as wrongful. He calls such transactions “wrongful beneficence”.

Meyers posits a counter-example to disprove the libertarian case: “The Desert
Exploiter”.*¥ Carole has been stranded in the desert for two days after her car broke down.
She has not seen another car the whole time and is running out of water. Then Jason drives
down the road. He offers to drive her to the next town on the condition that Carole give him
her entire net worth, the title to her house and car, and half her earnings for the next ten
years. X! Meyers argues that in making this offer Jason does not force or manipulate her, he
has only added to her options, and Carole is grateful for being driven to town. According to
Meyers, this example proves that a transaction can meet the three libertarian conditions and

still be wrongful.



Meyers’ counter-example, however, does not prove this, because the example of
Jason and Carole does not involve a consensual transaction. It is wrong to argue that Carole
consents because her consent is coerced. Meyers anticipates this objection and considers
whether his example is analogous to an armed robber giving the choice between “your money
or your life!”¥1 He dismisses the analogy, however, on the basis that the robber takes away
an option, but Jason adds an option rather than taking away any previously existing options.
However, adding an option does not render the exchange non-coercive. According to Joel
Feinberg, when a person coerces someone they give the person the option of X or Y, but
remove the option of the conjunction of X and Y ¥ Carole can choose either to give all her
money to Jason and not die, or to not give her money to Jason and die, but she cannot choose
to not give her money to Jason and not die. Jason does not allow the option of the
conjunction of not giving up her money and not dying; therefore, he coerces Carole. Meyers
has not shown that the libertarian case is mistaken by way of a counter-example, because
Carole might have benefitted and preferred giving up her wealth to death, but she did not

consent, she was coerced.**

Jeremy Snyder suggests a different approach. He accepts that workers in Third World
countries are often eager for sweatshop jobs, but argues that the libertarian focus on the
benefits of having a job gives °‘insufficient weight to the moral importance of the
dehumanizing form that these jobs can take.”** Unlike Meyers’ fairness approach to
exploitation, Snyder takes a Kantian approach, locating the problem with exploitation in its

disrespect for persons.

From a Kantian perspective, Snyder argues that individuals have an imperfect duty of
beneficence to meet others’ basic needs, as well as duties of non-interference. When we
enter into specific relationships with others, however, this imperfect duty becomes a perfect
duty. The length and intimacy of the relationship will determine the strength of the duty, so
that personal relationships with spouses or children will generate greater demands to meet the
needs of the other, compared to the lighter demands of an employer-employee relationship.
In an employment relationship: ‘employers are required to cede as much of their benefit from
the interaction to their employees as is reasonably possible toward the end of the employees
achieving a decent minimum standard of living.

What counts as “reasonably possible” depends on the nature of the relationship and to
what extent B is dependent on A to have a particular need met.*! It also depends on

ensuring that A does not cede benefits to B that sink A below the threshold for well-being



required for flourishing; rather A only has to cede benefits that can be considered as “luxury”
or “excess” and B only has to be brought up to a level of sufficiency for minimal flourishing.
If A is living a life of luxury while B is experiencing basic needs deprivation, then A is
engaging in “needs exploitation.”

This Kantian approach responds to the libertarians’ “non-worseness claim”, the idea
that a mutually beneficial transaction cannot be morally worse than no transaction at all. This
is a consequentialist argument, which is rebutted by the Kantian claim that certain duties are
incurred by entering into particular relationships with others. i There is something
particularly wrong in using someone with whom you are in a relationship as a means to an
end. In the case of needs exploitation, this is using a person as a means to your end of living
in luxury while they cannot meet their basic needs.

A problem for this account is that large garment TNCs are far-removed from the
workers in sweatshops. The manufacture of these products is outsourced to independent
factories. Sometimes there is no meaningful interaction between the TNCs and their
subcontractors. Moreover, not everyone working in these supply chains is living in luxury;
many employees in TNCs live at the level of a flourishing life, not a luxurious life, as do
many of the staff more closely connected to sweatshop labourers, such as factory managers.

Snyder acknowledges these two problems. In response to the problem that a lot of the
people involved live flourishing lives, not luxurious lives, meaning that they are not engaged
in needs exploitation, he argues that they have a different kind of responsibility to the
sweatshop workers, such as a forward-looking “political responsibility” as advocated by Iris
Marion Young.®™V This is a more general responsibility that individuals connected to
structural injustice have to collectively organise to overcome the injustice. This is an
unsatisfactory response, however. If we argue that most members of TNCs merely bear
political responsibility for sweatshop labour, it is not clear what role the stronger conception
of a perfect duty of beneficence is playing in the argument. Why is it not enough to say, with
Young, that all agents connected to structural injustice share political responsibility to change
it?

Snyder argues that the people really engaged in needs exploitation are the bosses,
largest shareholders and board members of TNCs. The more powerful members of these
companies benefit to the point of luxury, so ‘the demands of beneficence may be greater for
those individuals.” v However, while these members may profit the most from the
exploitation of sweatshop workers, they are also the most far-removed from the workers.

They will never meet the workers, know their names, or engage in any kind of interaction



with them. The bosses may have the deepest pockets, but their relationship with the workers
is not long-lasting or intimate, which on Snyder’s account are the factors that determine the
strength of the perfect duty of beneficence. The fact that the bosses have deep pockets is not
the determining factor for needs exploitation; it is the depth of the relationship that matters.

Moreover, it is not entirely clear who the beneficiaries of the duty of beneficence are.
If the depth of the relationship determines the strength of the duty, so that spouses have a
perfect duty of beneficence to meet the basic needs of each other, but the employer-employee
relationship is less demanding, Snyder surmises, ‘In turn, part-time employment will tend to
create lighter demands than full-time work in which all the employees’ basic needs are
expected to be met through the relationship.”¥' When we consider, however, that many
sweatshop employees are on temporary or flexible contracts, then these employees will be
entitled to have their needs met less than full-time employees, when arguably they are in a
worse-off position.*vl Many female workers are “home-workers”; that is, work is contracted
out by factories or jobbers to women at home on a causal, non-committal basis. Vil So these
women are in an even less strong relationship with the factory and would seem to be
excluded almost completely from this approach.

The “needs exploitation” account does not include the most vulnerable employees in
the sweatshop supply chain; it only benefits those who are in a relatively better-off position —
individuals with full-time, long-term contracts. It follows that the “needs exploitation”
approach creates the perverse incentive of increasing the number of part-time, casual, or
home-based labourers in order to avoid incurring any duties towards the workers. It could
theoretically lead to more exploitation of workers, not less.

These are only two accounts in the contemporary literature regarding the
wrongfulness of sweatshop labour, however they are indicative in that they both claim that
exploitation is transactional and involves ‘taking advantage’ of another agent. For Meyers,
exploitation involves unfairness and for Snyder it involves degradation. In this section, I
have focused on why these accounts fail on their own terms. The more pressing issue with
these transactional accounts, however, is that they fail to see the bigger picture. 1 would
argue that understanding why a transaction between two individuals constitutes taking unfair
advantage, or taking advantage in a way that degrades the other person, will not bring us any
closer to understanding what is wrong with sweatshop labour. Sweatshop labour involves
transfers between groups. Moreover, certain social groups are specifically targeted: Third
World and racialized women. Understanding the exploitative nature of sweatshop labour

requires taking a structural perspective. What is wrong with sweatshop labour is not the



particular transactions between particular employees and employers, but the structures that

force particular social groups into these jobs in the first place.

Structural Accounts

Zwolinski agrees that sweatshop labour is a structural phenomenon. He argues that structural
exploitation is the fault of states. ™ In the case of sweatshop labour, a TNC might engage in
“rent-seeking” by agreeing to open factories in a state, but only if the state will suppress trade
unions. This would be a case of structural exploitation. Another would be if the state
suppresses trade unions in anticipation of TNCs taking advantage of this situation. The
problem with this sort of behaviour is that it is unfair **

This account of structural exploitation, however, is lacking. Zwolinski argues that
what generates the unfairness is an agreement between the state and a particular corporation,
or that a state creates conditions that entice corporations to operate there. | would argue,
however, that in these cases it is not the structure that is at fault, but the actions of specific
agents, i.e. particular states or corporations. When we talk about structural injustice the issue
is the background conditions, not the actions of particular agents. Structural injustice is the
accumulated outcome of the actions of multiple agents acting independently of each other,
and not with the intention of creating the particular injustice. The idea that the exploitation
becomes structural when it is sanctioned by the state, fails to capture what we mean by
structural injustice, because this is a case of a state actively designing an injustice. As Iris
Young argues,

Structural injustice is a kind of moral wrong distinct from the wrongful action of an

individual agent or the repressive policies of a state. Structural injustice occurs as a

consequence of many individuals and institutions acting to pursue their particular

goals and interests, for the most part acting within the limits of accepted rules and

norms X

Robert Mayer distinguishes between “discretionary” and “structural” exploitation.
The Jason and Carole example is a clear case of discretionary exploitation; Jason can choose
not to exploit Carole and has a prima facie obligation not to do so, considering that in this
situation he has a positive duty to rescue her. i Structural exploitation is different. In these
cases, the exploiters have no choice but to exploit. In competitive global markets,
corporations are forced to play by the rules of the game in order to stay competitive and to

continue competing for business. If corporations refuse to do this, they will go bust, which is



bad both for them and the workers. This leads Mayer to argue that corporations in the
capitalist economy are in ‘a kind of dirty-hands dilemma.’** They face ‘the structural
imperative of “exploit of fail”.” >V

Mayer’s analysis brings us closer to understanding what is wrong with sweatshop
labour, however it is still problematic. Corporations are constrained by the rules of the
capitalist game. Large TNCs, however, do have significant room to manoeuvre. As Beneria
and Roldan argue, the structure of global supply chains gives corporations at the top
significant leeway. The manufacture of products is broken down into component parts and
subcontracted to various factories.**v Large TNCs can choose which locations and factories
they subcontract their work to, meaning that they can choose factories with better or worse
conditions. What is needed to encourage TNCs not to go straight for the cheapest supply of
labour, are industry-wide regulations to guarantee the wages and working conditions of
sweatshop workers globally.

Zwolinski rejects industry-wide regulations, however, on the grounds that it could
crowd out businesses that cannot meet these standards but still provide jobs. > Arguably,
however, regulation is not as risky as Zwolinski would have us believe. An example is the
Bangladesh Fire and Building Safety Accord adopted in 2013 after the Rana Plaza factory
collapse, which killed over 1,100 people. This is a five-year legally binding accord, which
commits TNCs to contributing to a fund for factory inspection and repair. Vi |t is overseen
by a steering committee made up of retailers and trade unions, and is chaired by an
independent representative from the International Labour Organisation (ILO).**Vil There has
been resistance to the initiative. Some corporations — notably Wal-Mart and Gap — refused to
sign the Accord on the grounds that it will make them liable for human rights violations on
foreign soil, and established a competing Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety, which is
not legally binding and has no union involvement. > Notably, however, 190 brands
operating in Bangladesh have signed the Accord, suggesting that tightening regulations on
factory conditions will not necessarily lead to corporations jumping ship.

Government legislation also does not necessarily lead to capital flight. In their study
of the Indonesian Textile, Footwear and Apparel industry from 1990-1996, Ann Harrison and
Jason Scorse found that due to the combined efforts of minimum wage legislation and anti-
sweatshop activism, real wages rose by 50%.X' However, this did not lead to a reduction in
employment. In fact, exporting and foreign-owned plants ‘experienced very large increases

in employment.”!



There may be empirical evidence to support the hypothesis of capital flight and job
losses if stronger industry-wide regulations or government legislation are enforced on
sweatshops. But there is also empirical evidence to the contrary. It is not sufficient,
therefore, to ground philosophical arguments on the premise that if higher standards are
enforced, then sweatshops will close and the workers harmed. This might happen in some
cases, but not in others. There is more room to manoeuvre in terms of improving wages and
working conditions, rather than simply eliminating human rights violations, than Mayer
suggests.

Both of these structural accounts, then, are lacking. Zwolinski’s position turns out not
to be structural in the sense that it involves state or corporate agency in making deliberate
decisions to foster sweatshops. Mayer’s position overstates the extent to which large
corporations are bound by structural constraints. Neither position gets at the underlying
structure that causes sweatshop labour and tells us what is wrong with it. Furthermore,
neither account has acknowledged the group-based character of exploitation in sweatshops

and the role of gender and ‘race.’

Sweatshop Labour as Global Structural Exploitation

| want to suggest a different approach to thinking about sweatshop labour. Sweatshop labour
is a form of global structural exploitation. This represents a shift in thinking about the
concept of exploitation, from individual transactions to socio-economic structures, and
emphasises the significance of who is exploited, specific gendered and racialized social
groups.

What does it mean to say that exploitation is structural? On the orthodox Marxist
position, exploitation is built-in to the capitalist economy. Capitalist exploitation functions as
follows: capitalists own the means of production; workers are forced to sell their labour
power to capitalists in order to earn sufficient money to meet their subsistence needs, but this
only takes up part of the working day, the rest of the working day is spent doing surplus
labour, which is extracted by the capitalist class making them profits. Exploitation refers to
the appropriation of the surplus labour of the proletariat by capitalists. When reading Marx it
is unclear whether exploitation is necessarily wrongful; it is simply a necessary feature of the
capitalist economy.

The orthodox Marxist definition of structural exploitation has been critiqued from a

variety of angles. Analytical Marxists questioned its reliance on the controversial labour



theory of value. X Marxist feminists argue that it only theorises the exploitation of
“productive” labour (wage-labour) and ignores the reproductive labour of women in the
home. X" Critical race theorists have argued that it ignores the question of why certain groups
of people are exploited in certain kinds of jobs. XV Post-Fordist theorists argue that it cannot
account for newer forms of labour including immaterial labour (the manipulation of
information or emotions). X

Out of these critiques have emerged intersectional accounts of exploitation. Drawing
on Young’s work in particular, I argue that an intersectional account of structural exploitation
involves the forced transfer of the productive powers of groups positioned as socially inferior
to the advantage of groups positioned as socially superiorXVi This definition incorporates
the concerns of feminist, critical race and post-Fordist theorists, and reveals a new way of
thinking about why sweatshop labour is exploitative.

The first aspect of structural exploitation is that it refers to a forced transfer between
groups. In the Jason and Carole example, we saw an instance of force between two
individuals. Jason, the coercer, tells Carole, the exploitee, that she can either give up her
wealth to him or face death by dehydration and starvation in the desert. Jason determines the
options available to Carole.

Part of Marx’s project was to show how force operates in capitalism in a structural
way. XV In sweatshop labour, it is not the case that a particular factory owner says to a
particular worker, you must work here or face the alternatives of subsistence farming,
domestic service, scavenging, sex work, or starvation. XVt Rather, the worker is in a social
position whereby these are the only available options. The individual worker’s decision to
work in a sweatshop appears to be a free choice, but when we look at the class of labourers
we see that they are forced either to sell their labour-power to factory owners in order to earn
money to survive, or to take up an even less attractive occupation.

Jeffrey Reiman notes the similarities and differences between the transactional and
structural accounts of force. Firstly, in the transactional case, the options are either
unacceptable or prohibitively costly.*™ In the case of structural force, an individual’s social
position determines a range of things they can do, ‘with options outside this range
unacceptable or prohibitively costly’!: a sweatshop job or unpredictable and unreliable
subsistence farming, begging, crime, sex work. Secondly, the transactional account involves
an intentional exertion of force by one agent over another. Structural force is exerted by
social structures, but these social structures are maintained through human behaviour. If all

individuals involved became aware of their behaviour, they could alter the structures."
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Thirdly, in the transactional case, the exploitee has ‘no real choice’; but in structural force
there is an element of choice, or what Reiman calls ‘play’."! Carole has no real choice but to
submit to Jason’s demands. The group of workers, by contrast, is constrained to a certain
range of options. Workers can exercise choice among the options, but so long as the group
members end up distributed in roles determined by the structure we can say they are “forced
into” these situations, ‘even if they exercised some choice on the way.’'l The choice to work
in a sweatshop appears to be a rational choice, and indeed it probably is; but that is only
because the range of options has been forced upon the workers and the sweatshop job appears
to be the best of a bad bunch.

The journalist Jeremy Seabrook documents the journey of workers to Dhaka,
Bangladesh from the rural cities of Barisal and Murshidabad."v People migrate to Dhaka
primarily because of landlessness. Land is taken from peasant farmers either through
(ostensibly) natural causes — flooding — or through human behaviour — land-grabbing or
corrupt deals with local officials. Without any land to work on, they are forced to move to
the big city to work to provide for themselves and their families. Here we can see Reiman’s
point that human agency is involved. If land-grabbers stopped their behaviour, or the state
dealt with corruption and built flood defences, these people would be less likely to be forced
to move for sweatshop jobs.

However, the relationship is different to the Jason and Carole example or “your
money or your life”. These agents are not intentionally holding a gun to the head of the
landless, nor offering a prohibitively costly option. The relationship is mediated and
structural. Agents in higher social positions act in ways that are unavailable to the landless,
and their actions further constrain the options of the landless. The result is that the landless
have fewer options for action. Human agency is involved, then, but it is a) the behaviour of
groups and b) not intentional force. Also, the landless have some ‘play’ within their resulting
option set. Nonetheless, we can still say they are forced to move to the city and seek
sweatshop jobs, in Reiman’s words, ‘in order to get a crack at living at all.”"V

It might be objected that in this scenario we can blame the state, as Zwolinski would
have it; but we would also have to blame the individuals and corporations who are land-
grabbing. In any case, the fact that we might be able to blame particular agents for their
behaviour does not speak to the fact that this is a structural relationship. The state and the
land-grabbers are not directly interacting with the peasants; this is not a situation of
intentional, transactional force. The relationship between the actions of agents in more

advantaged social positions render the more socially disadvantaged worse off with a smaller
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range of options. This is a structural, not an agential, relationship, and it affects social groups
rather than individuals qua individuals.

Transactional accounts of exploitation fail to appreciate what is exploitative about
sweatshop labour, because they fail to recognise the structural force that underlies workers’
decisions to pursue these jobs.' The wrongfulness of sweatshop labour cannot be explained
by looking at transactions between particular factories and employees, but only by looking at
the ways in which groups of labourers are forced to choose to work in these factories. They
are forced to choose these jobs because the array of alternatives available is extremely limited
and often worse.

The second aspect of this definition of structural exploitation is that workers are
forced to transfer their “productive powers”. This refers to both an individual’s labour power
and developmental power.Vii Labour power is the ability to create use values, which can
occur through traditional productive labour (the production of commaodities in a factory for
example) or domestic labour (cleaning, preparing meals etc.). Developmental power is the
ability to pursue one’s own projects in the pursuit of developing oneself as an autonomous
agent. This distinction comes from C.B. MacPherson who argues that exploited workers are
giving up more than their labour power when labouring for capitalists, because the amount of
time and energy spent on their labour reduces the available time and energy for pursuing their
own projects.V" Capitalism extracts more than an individual’s labour power; it takes away
their developmental power.'™

Sweatshop labourers transfer their labour power and developmental power through
the long hours of tedious, intensive labour, which allows capitalists to extract the surplus
value they produce, and also diminishes the workers’ capacities for self-development.
Seabrook interviewed garment workers in Dhaka, Bangladesh. He asked Mostara what were
the ambitions and dreams of the women working in the factories, to which she responded,
“What dreams? Their only dream is to go to their house, cook, eat and sleep. That is the
dream of young women in Dhaka — they dream that their working day will at last end.”

It is not only the long and intensive labour that drains the developmental power of
sweatshop workers, it is also damaging to health. Helen Wong, a Chinese immigrant garment
worker in the US reported to Miriam Ching Yoon Louie, that her friends experience sore
hands, shoulder and back pains, haemorrhoids, allergies, and lung problems.™ Chronic
lumbago is a problem for women in the maquiladoras sitting on plastic folding chairs all
day.™" Fatigue, headaches, kidney problems and varicose veins are frequent health problems

for garment workers. i
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So far | have suggested that sweatshop labour involves the forced transfer of the
productive powers of workers to capitalists. The third aspect of structural exploitation (an
aspect that is missing from the Marxist account) is that it affects some social groups and not
others. From a libertarian perspective it is irrelevant what kinds of people perform various
kinds of jobs. But this masks a deeper reality. Across Asia, Latin America, Africa, and in
the ‘West’, Third World women constitute the vast majority of the sweatshop labour force.™V
Why is that?

Industrial manufacturing almost exclusively took place in Western Europe, the USA
and Japan until the 1970s.%v At this point, production relocated to Third World countries.
There are at least four reasons for this. The first is ‘a practically inexhaustible reservoir of
disposable labour’ ™' which has arisen through ‘several centuries of uneven capitalist
development’.™i" With the shift in the nature of imperialism, a huge reservoir of labour,
under-educated, unskilled, poor and willing to work for very low wages under poor
conditions emerged. Secondly, the process of production has become fragmented, so that the
most basic processes require little skill. ™ Thirdly, the development of transport and
communications has facilitated the globalization of production processes.”™™ This facilitates
‘subcontracting’ of deskilled labour across various factories in dispersed geographical
locations. Fourthly, there is a greater intensity of work among Third World workers because
of few labour protections, enabling ‘greater control over the performance of the labour
force.”™

This reservoir of cheap, low-skilled, disciplined labour explains why mass production,
including garment work, moved to the Global South. But why is it mainly women who work
in the garment sector? | suggest this is because within the global supply of cheap labour,
women are the cheapest form of labour.>

The garment sector has relied on using the cheapest available labour since its
inception. The development of the ready-made garment sector in the USA in the nineteenth
century saw the employment of rural women, and when they became too expensive, of
immigrant labour. ™ |n the 1970s, the cheapest labour source became Third World
women. i

Why are women a cheaper source of labour? One reason could be the gender pay
gap. The ILO has found some evidence of this in the garment sector, but it is variable across
countries.™V A more compelling reason is that within the garment sector, women are
clustered in the lowest ranking jobs.™ Women are given the jobs that ostensibly require the

least skill. However, as Elson and Pearson argue this is, in fact, an illusion. The tasks of
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cutting and sewing are skilled labour; Maria Fernandez-Kelly discovered this when she
sought a maquiladora job as an undercover academic and was faced with a bewildering skills
test of sewing pockets onto jeans — ‘the particulars of ‘unskilled’ labour unfolded before my
eyes.”™ This work is labelled as ‘unskilled’ because women learn these skills at home from
their mothers and female relatives; the acquiring of these skills is invisible and privatized. i
Jobs that are seen as requiring technical knowledge or strength are generally considered as
male jobs and are more highly remunerated.™it \WWomen are also deemed to require lower
wages because they are not seen as breadwinners and thus do not need a “family-wage”.™
In short, women’s ‘secondary status’ in the labour market explains their lower wages.

When asked why they prefer to employ women workers, however, factory bosses
often refer to female attributes, rather than lower wages.™ Beneria and Roldan asked
employers “What advantages do you see in hiring women?”™Xii The answers in order of
popularity were that women are more reliable, i.e. they do not get drunk on the weekends like
men and so are less likely to be absent on Mondays. Women do more careful manual work,
having greater dexterity and patience in handling small parts. Women are more disciplined,
able to sit for long periods of time without becoming restless. A small number said women
are more productive. Finally, some mentioned that women are less troublesome and less
likely to engage in trade union activities. As feminists have pointed out, these traits are
learned through socialization into gender norms.™ii However, the outcome of these learned
behaviours and stereotypes about women is that, as Beneria and Roldéan argue, ‘gender has an
impact on the conditions under which workers are incorporated into the labour process and
these conditions, in turn, have an impact on gender.’™V Sweatshop labour preys upon
gender stereotypes and constitutes them for new generations of women workers.

There is also a racialized component. The fact that the Third World labour reserve
has become available to capital is due to a history of racist colonial subjugation. Al
Szymanski argues that capitalism continues to propagate racism in order to create a ‘caste-
like job reservation structure’ whereby ethnic differences are used to antagonize relations
within the working class, creating disorganisation.™ While Szymanski was talking about
this in the context of advanced capitalist societies, we can see this happening internationally,
with Third World immigrants in developed countries, and the export of jobs to developing
countries, portrayed as “them” stealing “our” jobs. Structural racism in the labour market
also serves to ‘legitimate the usually degrading functions of a specific social group in the
eyes of the hegemonic class’,™Vi so that the outsourcing of sweatshop work is deemed

applicable for certain kinds of workers over others.
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We also need to think about the intersection of race and gender, however. Elson and
Pearson quoted from a Malaysian investment brochure in their oft-cited 1981 article “Nimble
Fingers™:

“The manual dexterity of the oriental female is famous the world over. Her hands are

small and she works fast with extreme care. Who, therefore, could be better qualified

by nature and inheritance to contribute to the efficiency of a bench-assembly

production line than the oriental girl (emphasis added).” Vil
Even though this is over three decades old, such racialized gender stereotypes continue to
predominate in the industry. Chakravarty looks at how the idea of “Oriental docility” is used
in the Indian garment industry in explaining the submissiveness of female Indian garment
workers. She found that the lack of union organising among women is not due to this racist
stereotype, but rather to strategic thinking: women were less likely to engage in trade
unionism as ‘a strategy in order to secure jobs in an otherwise man’s world’ and because
unions were more likely to represent the interests of qualified men with technical jobs, rather
than women on temporary contracts with ‘unskilled’ jobs.”™Viil Nevertheless, the result of
the lack of organising reinforces the stereotype.

A lot of the literature on why Third World women occupy labour-intensive
manufacturing jobs dates back to the 1980s. However, there is reason to believe this is still
an accurate picture of how the garment industry works, and in fact, that the situation may
have deteriorated further. The debt crisis in the mid-1980s led to Structural Adjustment
Policies in many Third World countries, which saw cutbacks in the public sector, including
health and education. " This has disproportionately affected women who have filled in the
gaps. As Guy Standing argues, the reduction of state benefits has contributed to the increase
of the “black economy” and precarious jobs, and has reduced minimum wage restrictions.
These changes have led employers to employ women over men, as women receive lower
wages and have traditionally been employed in “flexible” labour because of their socially-

constructed reproductive and caring responsibilities.*

Ruth Pearson argues that the nature of global supply chains has changed over this
period, with more women workers working in nationally-owned factories or informal
workshops, rather than TNC-owned factories in export-processing zones.* The implications
are that women’s contributions to production have become invisible as part of the illegal
economy. Women are employed informally through agents rather than by factories, making

their situation more precarious. There are also increasing divisions within the sweatshop
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workforce along ethnic lines, with migrant workers within the Global South preferred

employees, as they require even lower wages and have fewer protections. '

In sum, the global garment labour force is predominantly made up of Third World
women. These workers are positioned in the contemporary global economy through a history
of colonial subjugation, more recent neoliberal restructuring of financial and trade regimes
with the concomitant informalization of jobs and undermining of the state, and racist and
gendered stereotyping, to be forced to work in this sector. Sweatshop labour is a form of
global structural exploitation because it involves the forced transfer of the productive powers
of disadvantaged social groups (in this case Third World women) to advantaged social groups
(better-off consumers, capitalists). The normative literature on sweatshop labour has failed to
identify why it is exploitative by focusing on transactions between particular agents, thus not
exposing the role of structural force (class), nor the role of gender and ‘race’ in shaping

group-based practices of exploitation.

So far | have provided a descriptive account of global structural exploitation. What, if
anything, is “ wrongful” about this situation? The aforementioned theories of exploitation
place the emphasis on unfairness. It is the unfair distribution of the fruits of labour that is
considered to be unjust. If we take the Marxist structural account, however, it is not the
unfairness in the distributions of productive labour that is the source of normative concern.
Nancy Holstrom argues that ‘Marx thought exploitation an evil’ because ‘Force, domination,
unequal power and control are involved in exploitation both as preconditions and as
consequences.” " Distributive interpretations are missing the point, according to Holstrom,
because even if workers received more money for their labour, the fundamental relationship

of the forced transfer of surplus labour to capitalists would remain.x¢V

On my intersectional account of structural exploitation, however, | have departed
from the Marxist account in several ways. | have abandoned the use of surplus labour and
focused on productive powers, and I have highlighted the ways in which certain social groups
are exploited in certain occupations. On this view, sweatshop labour is an injustice. Young
argues that injustice comes in two forms: oppression and domination. **V Oppression is the
systematic inhibition of self-development. In the case of sweatshop labour, the forced
transfer of the productive powers of Third World women systematically prevents their self-
development. Domination is the systematic inhibition of self-determination. Structural

exploitation in sweatshops allows TNCs to dominate workers by inhibiting collective
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organising. The workers are structurally positioned to have very few options for alternative
employment and so are restricted in their ability to resist the dictates of TNCs. The structural
inhibition of self-development and self-determination renders sweatshop labour a form of

global structural injustice. As Young puts it,

Structural injustice... exists when social processes put large groups of persons under

systematic threat of domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise

their capacities, at the same time that these processes enable others to dominate or to

have a wide range of opportunities for developing and exercising capacities available

to them. Vi

Structural exploitation is not reducible to oppression or domination, however. As
Holstrom argued, the forced transfer of productive labour (in the Marxist view), or productive
powers (in my view), will remain as the basis of the capitalist economy; this is so even if
reforms were to increase the scope for the self-development of workers, or if the ability of
TNC'’s to dominate workers were reduced due to increased regulation. The forced transfer of
the productive powers of groups positioned at the bottom of the social and economic
hierarchy is what constitutes structural exploitation. However, this leaves an unanswered
question: is exploitation an injustice if there is no oppression and domination, or is it simply a
technical term as some Marxists have argued? This is an important philosophical question
and | would suggest the answer might lie in the concept of force: could oppression be
eliminated as long as the forced transfer of productive powers of socially disadvantaged
groups remains? However, it is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a satisfactory
answer. | would suggest that in the contemporary global garment industry there is significant
oppression and domination with no sign of abating, and so for now the more pressing concern
is not whether structural exploitation would be an injustice without oppression and
domination (or if they cannot be eliminated, if they are reduced), but to show, contra-the

libertarian position, why it is unjust now.

Conclusions
The philosophical literature on sweatshop labour is disappointing. The libertarian defence of
sweatshops emphasises the choice of individuals to take these jobs and the benefits to the

individual. The transactional rebuttals focus on why these transactions between individual

workers and employers can count as exploitative even when they are freely chosen. These
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approaches are individual, agential and apolitical. On my reading, by contrast, exploitation in
sweatshops is group-based, structural and political, in the sense that it requires collective
action to be overcome. | have argued that we need to focus on the fact that sweatshop jobs
are predominantly occupied by specific social groups: Third World and racialized women.
We also need to understand the structural conditions that force these social groups into these
jobs: gendered, racialized and class-based socio-economic hierarchies. Focusing on the
choices of disembodied, anonymous individuals to take these jobs without an analysis of the
background conditions, means we are failing to see the group-based and structural character
of exploitation in sweatshops. We also fail to see the specific character of structural
exploitation itself, i.e. the forced transfer of the productive powers from socially
disadvantaged to socially advantaged groups.

Socially disadvantaged groups will be different in different socio-historical contexts.
A range of historical, political, economic and social factors converge to position certain
groups in various positions in the global economy and the outcomes are contingent.*Vil |t is
undeniable, however, that at the present moment, Third World women have become
constructed as the optimum labour force for the lowest-rung jobs in sweatshops both because
they are the cheapest source of labour and because of stereotypes about their natural
suitability for this work. It might be argued that | have portrayed these women as unqualified
victims. This is not the case. On this interpretation of sweatshop labour, there are measures
that can be taken to mitigate the injustice. Grassroots union organising can mitigate the
domination of workers by corporations and increase opportunities for self-development.

Garment workers repeatedly resist the domination of transnational capital. Ashok
Kumar and Jack Mahoney document the success of worker agitation in Fruit of the Loom
factories in Honduras in 2007. Union organizers travelled to the US to negotiate with top
executives directly, securing an average salary of US $395 per month, compared to the
Honduran minimum wage of US $245 per month. They also get free lunches and
transportation to and from work (expenses that used to cost 20% of their salary).*Viil Their
tactics of direct negotiation combined with student activism has been replicated with success
by workers in a Honduran factory subcontracted by Nike in 2010 and a PT Kizone factory in
Indonesia in 2013.x¢* In 2014, an estimated 30,000 workers at Nike and Adidas factories in
China went on strike, an increase of one third in strike action in China on the previous two
years.© Garment workers in Cambodia engaged in mass protest in January 2014. The
government responded with a brutal crackdown and a ban on public gatherings of more than

ten people. Cambodian workers responded with stay-at-home strikes.c! The restriction on
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collective organising suggests that collective organising was indeed having an effect on
structural injustice.

It is important not to glorify trade unionism, however. As several feminists note,
traditional trade unionism can be insensitive to gender differentiation. Chakravarty found
that Indian garment unions were more focused on the working conditions of permanent male
employees than women in lower grades.® As Elson and Pearson argue, struggles that only
deal with economic issues like pay and conditions, will fail to address the particularities of
women’s exploitation.®v As Chandra Mohanty argues, the sexism of trade unions has led
women to form their own unions, which recognise their “common interests” as ‘the potential
bases of cross-national solidarity.”

Collective organising around gender and ethnicity enables self-development. Louie
documents the collective organisation of immigrant women workers in the US, who have set
up workers’ centres, ‘which enabled them both to resist the oppressions they face and to
begin to fashion new ways to work, live, think, and create.”® The workers’ centres allow
these women to gain skills otherwise unavailable to them including learning English and
becoming enfranchised citizens.®! Moreover, if workers are able to secure jobs through
collective bargaining that provide living wages, decent working conditions and reasonable
working hours, they will be able to pursue their own personal projects.

Union organising and better labour laws and enforcement can mitigate the domination
of workers by corporations and increase opportunities for self-development. From this
intersectional-structural perspective, however, the relationship of the forced transfer of
productive powers from socially disadvantaged groups to socially advantaged groups will
remain. The conditions that force people to choose sweatshop jobs need to change: massive
poverty and inequality, unemployment. Union organising is not a panacea, and looking to
global institutions that enable global capitalism, such as the WTO,®!! or to TNCs themselves
and their programmes of corporate social responsibility, will not solve this structural

problem.

"1 would like to thank the editors, Monique Deveaux and Vida Panitch for their
insightful comments in drafting this chapter. | would also like to thank participants in the
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