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One common argument against sweatshops is that they are exploitative. 
Exploitation is taken as suffi cient reason to condemn sweatshops as un-
just and to argue that sweatshop owners have a moral duty to offer better 
working conditions to their employees. In this article, I argue that any 
exploitation theory falls short of covering all standard cases of sweat-
shops as exploitative. In going through the most prominent theories of 
exploitation, I explain why any given sweatshop can either be wrongfully 
exploitative or not, depending on the exploitation theory being consid-
ered and the circumstances of the application. I conclude by suggesting 
that sweatshop critics had better fi nd other reasons besides the charge of 
exploitation to protest or interfere with these workplaces.

Keywords: Exploitation; theories of exploitation; sweatshops; 
sweatshop criticism.

1. Introduction
One widespread reason to protest sweatshops is the exploitative work-
ing conditions within.1 This protest is based on the argument that 

* I am grateful to Christopher Morgan-Knapp for his support and help in writing 
this article and for asking me challenging questions regarding the arguments 
involved. I would also like to thank my colleagues in the Society for Practical 
Philosophy, Turkey (Çağlar Çömez, Umut Eldem, Maya Mandalinci, Beşir Özgür 
Nayır, Seçil Aracı, Arzu Formánek) for their valuable feedback on an initial version 
of the article.

1 Exploitation is not the only reason to protest sweatshops. Other reasons 
might be coercion, background injustice, inhumane working conditions, the moral 
requirement of attaining better conditions, or any other anti-globalization political 
motive. This article focuses exclusively on exploitation.
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sweatshop workers are exploited, and this fact constitutes one reason 
to protest sweatshops or interfere with them to ameliorate the working 
conditions.

In this article, I will go through some of the prominent theories 
of exploitation and argue that for all these theories, there are some 
circumstances, though maybe different for each theory, under which 
specifi c sweatshops are wrongfully exploitative while others are not. 
Hence, I argue against the contention that all standard cases of sweat-
shops are exploitative even for a sturdy theory of exploitation. I further 
claim that sweatshop critics had better fi nd other moral grounds beside 
the exploitation charge to protest sweatshops if they want a more sub-
stantial moral ground for their criticism.

To build my argument, I will analyze the prominent defi nitions of 
exploitation in the literature and discuss how each explains the alleged 
exploitation in sweatshops. I will show that there are at least some cir-
cumstances for all these theories, and not necessarily the same circum-
stances for each theory, under which specifi c sweatshops are wrong-
fully exploitative. Nevertheless, no theory among the ones I investigate 
marks all standard cases of sweatshops as exploitative. I will also point 
at some theoretical fl aws of each theory.

In the fi rst and second sections below, I will distinguish between 
two main approaches to the concept of exploitation: defi nitions that 
focus on the outcomes and defi nitions that focus on attitudes. The fi rst 
set of defi nitions takes exploitation to be related to the fairness of an in-
teraction between the parties involved. On the other hand, the second 
set of defi nitions focuses on the attitudes of the involved parties during 
their interaction regardless of the fairness of the outcome.

2. Exploitation and outcomes
Outcome-based exploitation accounts focus on whether or not the al-
legedly exploitative relationship distributes the common surplus fairly. 
Here, what is referred to as the common surplus is any value created 
due to the interaction between parties A and B that would not be cre-
ated had these parties not interacted. A general defi nition that these 
accounts would agree on can be formalized as this: 
 (E1): A exploits B if and only if A benefi ts from a transaction 

with B, in which A takes unfair advantage of B.
The difference between the accounts under this category stems from 
their approaches to what constitutes unfairness in an interaction.  

2.1. Wertheimer’s theory of exploitation
Alan Wertheimer maintains that a transaction between two parties 
is unfair if the way they share the surplus confl icts with the shares 
that the parties would have had there been a hypothetical competitive 
market for the goods and services they transact  (Wertheimer 1996: 
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230–236). Wertheimer’s account of fairness is transaction-specifi c and 
does not consider how well-off the agents are in comparison to each 
other apart from the terms of the transaction itself.

Many authors have criticized this theory for using competitive mar-
kets as fairness criteria. Ruth Sample, for instance, fi nds Wertheimer’s 
criterion conservative and questions his claim that exploitation con-
sists of violating market practices: “Wertheimer does not explain why 
the market price should be regarded as the fair price and why nonmar-
ket prices are exploitative” (2003: 24). Moreover, even if we accepted 
the fair market price as a criterion to detect exploitation, we would fi nd 
cases where talking about such a price does not make sense.

For example, take a porcelain collector who lacks only one piece 
in his extensive collection of rare pieces. This piece stands in a store 
whose owner raises its price after hearing about the interest of this 
collector. The collector wants the piece so badly that he buys it for the 
new exorbitant price.2 He seems overcharged because the store own-
er raised the price after learning about the collector’s interest in this 
piece. However, to talk about exploitation, in this case, would require 
us to imagine the piece’s price in a hypothetical competitive market.

In such a market, the piece would have the price “that an informed 
and unpressured seller would receive from an informed and unpres-
sured buyer” (Wertheimer 1996: 230). There are multiple buyers and 
sellers in such a hypothetical competitive market to ensure that “nei-
ther party takes special unfair advantage of the particular defects in 
the other party’s decision-making capacity or special vulnerabilities in 
the other party’s situation” (Wertheimer 1996: 232, emphasis in the 
original). However, if there were multiple buyers and sellers of this 
porcelain piece, then there might be less of an incentive to make a col-
lection of it. After all, people who are into collections tend to collect rare 
items, for which, by defi nition of a rare item, there cannot be multiple 
buyers and sellers. Hence, imagining a hypothetical competitive mar-
ket for such items is diffi cult.

To be charitable to Wertheimer’s defi nition, we can ignore the clause 
on “multiple buyers and sellers” and focus on the part where he talks of 
taking special unfair advantage of special vulnerabilities in the other 
party’s situation (cf. 1996: 232). We can blame the store owner for tak-
ing a special unfair advantage, thus exploiting the collector when they 
use the information that reveals this collector’s vulnerability. 

However, unless the store owner’s act also involves unfairness, it 
would bear the problems of an account of exploitation based on the 
idea of vulnerability. I explain such an account as (E2) and discuss 
its disadvantages below. Otherwise, if it involves unfairness, it has to 
account for how to come up with a hypothetical price for the porcelain 
piece in question.

2 One can fi nd a similar example in Sample (2003: 14).
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It is, then, unclear whether the porcelain collector is exploited, as 
per Wertheimer. It is even dubious whether he is overcharged because 
we need a standard price to talk about overcharging, which is nonex-
istent in this case. He might well “feel” overcharged, yet this does not 
offer much help for the normative analysis I am pursuing here.

The fl aw of Wertheimer’s account of exploitation in explaining the 
moral issues in exchanging rare items might disclose a theoretical 
weakness on its side. Nevertheless, we still have to examine the ex-
planatory power of this theory to analyze the exploitation charge in 
sweatshops.

Determining a hypothetical market price for sweatshop labor is 
diffi cult. One diffi culty stems from how hypothetical we imagine this 
market to be. In other words, we must fi nd out how much of a deviation 
from an actual market situation in a given region of sweatshops we 
want to imagine.

If we were to imagine a hypothetical market on a global scale, say 
for just the garment industry, keeping other factors constant, we would 
imagine a global labor market of workers and capitalists from all coun-
tries worldwide. Under such circumstances, other things equal, one 
would expect the more densely populated regions to have lower market 
wages than more sparsely populated regions since the labor supply is 
higher in these densely populated regions. This situation might result 
in a neighborhood in Manhattan having a lower hypothetical market 
wage for the garment industry than Brahmanbaria, a city in Bangla-
desh similar in size to Manhattan but with a population of at least one-
tenth. The counterintuitive implication would be that while workers in 
Brahmanbaria are exploited with the current real wages they receive, 
the workers in Manhattan exploit their employers.

Holding everything else stable and focusing on population density to 
imagine a hypothetical market might not do justice to what Wertheimer 
had in mind. However, the point of the example is to mark the diffi culty 
of imagining a hypothetical market for sweatshop labor globally.

Sample maintains that Wertheimer’s account would fail to distin-
guish the wage-labor exchange between the MNE decision-makers and 
the sweatshop workers as exploitative. According to her, Wertheimer’s 
account would fail in these cases because “[t]here is a competitive mar-
ket for labor in Pacifi c Rim countries, but there are more workers than 
there are capitalists. Thus the competitive market price for labor is 
relatively low” (Sample 2003: 24).

Sample’s claim might require more explanation here. The fact that 
there are more workers than capitalists should not suffi ce to say that 
the relevant labor relation is exploitative unless one believes that a 
labor-capital relationship is necessarily exploitative since the number 
of workers is always more than the number of capitalists in any capi-
talist part of the world. We could interpret Sample’s idea to mean that 
the capitalist/worker ratio in the Rim countries is below a certain ratio, 
above which it would not make sense to talk of an exploitative labor 
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relationship according to Wertheimer’s hypothetical market price cri-
terion for exploitation.

Cohen’s idea of “collective unfreedom” can help us here understand 
the signifi cance of this capitalist/worker ratio.3 Cohen explains collec-
tive unfreedom as follows: “a group suffers collective unfreedom with 
respect to a type of action A if and only if performance of A by all mem-
bers of the group is impossible” (Cohen 1983: 16). He maintains that 
although each worker in a capitalist portion of the world is free to stop 
being a worker and become an entrepreneur using their savings or oth-
er loans, if possible, such freedom cannot be used by all workers. Thus, 
workers suffer from collective unfreedom to stop being workers.

Cohen adds, “[c]ollective unfreedom comes in varying amounts, and 
it is greater the smaller the ratio of the maximum that could perform 
A to the total number in the group” (1983: 16). One would expect this 
ratio to be quite small in a region where sweatshops are widely used 
in production. So, we would not expect many workers to be free to stop 
being workers and start their own sweatshops. Hence, workers would 
suffer from a higher level of collective unfreedom in such a region.

Now, we can take Sample’s idea of the capitalist/worker ratio to fol-
low Cohen’s idea of collective unfreedom. So, as Cohen advocates, the 
lower the capitalist/worker ratio in any given region, the more exploit-
ative conditions are in that place. However, unless we want to accept 
that all possible paid labor is exploitative, we need to mark a threshold 
for the capitalist/worker ratio at which labor relations become exploit-
ative. Therefore, we still need to say more than what Cohen theorizes 
about workers’ collective unfreedom.

Sample might be wrong in her assumption that there is a problem 
with Wertheimer’s theory just because it fails to mark sweatshop labor 
as exploitative. Still, her criticism gives us a new idea for interpreting 
the criterion of a hypothetical market. We can now take the hypotheti-
cal market to imply a given region rather than the whole world and the 
hypothetical market wage as the wage resulting from an “ideal capital-
ist/worker ratio” in this region. This idea would be a better interpreta-
tion of Wertheimer’s theory.

This result is still counterintuitive, according to Jeremy Snyder. He 
argues against a hypothetical market price defi nition of exploitation: 
“An interaction may be fair by the standards of a hypothetical fair mar-
ket (or another standard of micro fairness), but leave workers without 
suffi cient income to meet their basic human needs” (Snyder 2010: 199). 
He concludes that the fact that workers cannot meet their basic human 
needs in the presence of a hypothetical market price for labor is suf-
fi cient to reject Wertheimer’s theory of exploitation.

Snyder is correct that a hypothetical market wage might leave 
workers with insuffi cient provisions. However, there would be noth-
ing inconsistent in Wertheimer’s theory to say that this wage is non-

3 I thank an anonymous reviewer for reminding me of this concept.
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exploitative. Wertheimer could still concede that other moral wrongs 
might be involved (like a history of colonization or a corrupt govern-
ment) or some unfortunate events (like famine) that caused the cir-
cumstances under which a hypothetical market wage is so low. Thus, 
he would insist that no exploitation is involved as long as the wage in 
question is at a level commanded by a hypothetical labor market in 
this region.

Let me go back to the interpretation of the hypothetical market 
wage that depends on the idea of an “ideal capitalist/worker ratio.” The 
theory has to hold that a hypothetical market wage would be obtained 
if such a ratio were maintained in a given region. This ratio ensures 
that an unpressured seller takes a price from an unpressured buyer. 
The diffi culty of determining such a ratio is evident. If we point at a 
particular country or region of the world as an ideal example of such 
a ratio because there is no exploitation there, this will beg the ques-
tion. We can defi ne exploitation by looking at a given non-exploitative 
relationship only if we accept this particular non-exploitative case as a 
foundation for our theory. This argument is different from what Wert-
heimer defends.

Even if we could determine an ideal capitalist/worker ratio by look-
ing at a particular part of the world to help us determine a non-exploit-
ative hypothetical market wage, we would not be able to use it in other 
cases. Imagine that in a specifi c region where living conditions are 
harsh, power plant companies struggle to employ engineers because 
engineers prefer to live in parts of the world where living conditions 
are better than in this region. If a capable engineer asks for an exor-
bitant wage from a power plant company in such a region, we could 
consistently hold that this is an exploitative offer because the wage this 
engineer demands would be higher than the average wage engineers 
receive in the part of the world where the capitalist/worker ratio is ide-
al.4 However, we would then lose Wertheimer’s condition of a hypothet-
ical market: an unpressured seller takes a price from an unpressured 
buyer. This result would constitute another reason we cannot take an 
existing location to indicate an ideal capitalist/worker ratio.

Another method would be giving another criterion, such as work-
ers’ capacity to meet their basic needs, to indicate this ratio. However, 
now, there would not be any need for the hypothetical market criterion 
because this new criterion, i.e., meeting the basic needs, would do the 
conceptual work. Thus, the hypothetical market criterion for determin-
ing fairness does not help clarify Wertheimer’s exploitation theory.

Indeed, Wertheimer provides his readers with an alternative way 
to interpret fairness in a transaction, although he refuses to use it to 
develop this position further. According to this interpretation, a trans-
action between two parties is unfair if the way the surplus is shared 

4 I thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this thought experiment into the 
discussion. 
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confl icts with the shares that the parties would end up having, accord-
ing to the rational bargaining theory (Wertheimer 1996: 218–221).

Sollars and Englander (2018) develop an account of fairness based 
on this idea. They defi ne the reservation prices of the seller and buyer of 
a product as RS and RB, respectively. RS is the price below which the sell-
er would not wish to transact, and RB is the price above which the buyer 
would decline the transaction. For a transaction to occur, RS has to be 
less than or equal to RB; RS ≤ RB. As a result of any transaction, a surplus 
will be defi ned by their difference, RB – RS. According to their theory, a 
fair transaction would divide the surplus equally; (RB – RS)/2. Any devia-
tion from this amount would make the transaction exploitative.5

Their exploitation theory helps them distinguish between a compa-
ny that makes enormous profi ts using sweatshops in their production 
line and another case where a relatively small domestic company uses 
them. In both cases, workers might fi nd it challenging to make ends 
meet. Nevertheless, while we may rightfully blame the big company 
for exploiting its workers, we might not say the same for the small 
company.

The difference stems from the surplus ratio (RB – RS). The big com-
pany is thought to have a higher RB, so it is expected to yield a higher 
wage for its workers. If this company does not share half of the surplus 
with its workers, it is charged with exploitation. The small company 
could also be charged with exploitation unless it shares half of the sur-
plus. However, even if the small company renounces all the surplus 
favoring its workers, this might make a minimal change in workers’ 
wage levels. So, although the workers of the big company might make 
more money than those of the small company, the former are exploited 
while the latter are not, according to this theory (cf. Sollars and Eng-
lander 2018).

This account seems more stable than the hypothetical market cri-
terion for fairness. Nevertheless, the problem lies in the initial pre-
suppositions of the theory. Rather, indeed, the problem lies in what 
the initial presuppositions neglect. Rational bargaining theory neglects 
the background circumstances that affect the reservation prices of the 
transacting parties. As Wertheimer contends, “[...] rational bargaining 
always refl ects the prebargaining position or endowments of the par-
ties [...]” (Wertheimer 1996: 220). This theory ignores why sweatshop 
workers have a reservation price that is insuffi cient to fulfi ll their basic 
human needs.

A defender of Wertheimer’s theory of exploitation could respond 
that those background circumstances enable a transaction between 
large MNEs and poor sweatshop workers in the fi rst place, and thus 

5 Sollars and Englander explain that this random division of the surplus into 
equal portions is just an easy starting point for their argument: “we stress that we 
choose this criterion mainly for the ease of exposition. We believe that the selection 
of the best criteria for dividing the surplus within the context of sweatshops is a 
matter for future research” (2018: 24).
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including these circumstances in a theory of exploitation to mark them 
morally wrong would be ignoring the basic requirements for foreign 
direct investment. However, this rejoinder misses the point of the need 
for a theory of exploitation that purports to explain a mutually advan-
tageous albeit morally wrong relationship.

If a mutually advantageous relationship involves unjust back-
ground circumstances in which the parties fi nd themselves, a theory 
of exploitation is expected, at least not to ignore them. I do not mean 
to defend that any transaction made under unjust background condi-
tions is necessarily exploitative. A theory of exploitation must explain 
why and when they are irrelevant if that is what the theory claims. 
Unfortunately, Wertheimer’s theory of exploitation falls short of this 
research goal.

This last response would only satisfy some, and I wish not to push 
it further since I do not necessarily need it to make my main argument. 
So, regarding Wertheimer’s theory, I can say that until a better account 
of hypothetical market criterion is given, his theory works best with the 
approach suggested by Sollars and Englander, and their method con-
cedes that we can rightfully blame some sweatshops, viz., some of those 
that make big profi ts, for wrongfully exploiting their workers. More-
over, many other sweatshops, especially ones that do not make huge 
profi ts, will be marked as non-exploitative in Wertheimer’s approach.

2.2. Improving the fairness account using the vulnerability criterion
One way to improve (E1) is to add the “vulnerability” element to this 
defi nition to better distinguish cases like the porcelain collector from 
ones like sweatshops. This amendment would enable us to consider 
the background conditions and fi lter out cases in which the alleged ex-
ploitee is not necessarily vulnerable in a signifi cant way to the transac-
tion in question. The new defi nition of exploitation would look like this: 
 (E2): A exploits B if and only if A benefi ts from a transaction 

with a vulnerable B, in which A takes advantage of this vulnera-
bility.6

Robert Goodin and Thomas Christiano both have theories of exploita-
tion that one can call vulnerability accounts. Goodin claims that “fl a-
grant violation of duty to protect the vulnerable constitutes the essence 
of interpersonal exploitation” (Goodin 1987: 188). Moreover, Christiano 
defi nes exploitation as a violation of a duty to the vulnerable (Chris-
tiano 2015: 263). Both authors emphasize the vulnerability of the ex-
ploitee to the exploiter.

6 (E2) is not an outcome-based account of exploitation. However, I still want 
to discuss it here, rather than in the next section, not because I consider it is an 
alternative outcome-based account, but because it is a helpful argumentative step 
to reach (E3).
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The general criticism against vulnerability accounts is that they 
would create false positives, viz., mark many of our ordinary transac-
tions as exploitative. For instance, Richard Arneson argues that there 
is nothing objectionable in using someone’s vulnerability for advantage 
as long as there is no unfairness involved in the interaction (Arneson 
2016: 10). After all, our specifi c vulnerabilities and necessities enable 
many of the transactions in which we get involved. For example, in 
Arneson’s “Cancer Treatment” example, a cancer patient consults the 
only qualifi ed surgeon in his town (Arneson 2016: 10). The surgeon 
offers to operate on the patient and save his life for a better-than-fair 
price. In this example, although the patient is vulnerable to the sur-
geon, the interaction is not exploitative. Of course, one might argue 
that this is what the Goodin-Christiano line is arguing for, i.e., the sur-
geon is not violating her duty of making a fair offer to the vulnerable 
patient. Again, however, we would fall back to the fairness account, 
which would explain why this transaction is not exploitative.

It seems plausible to combine the unfairness element with the vul-
nerability criterion to benefi t from both criteria’s strengths.
 (E3): A exploits B if and only if A benefi ts from a transaction 

with a vulnerable B, in which A takes unfair advantage of B’s 
vulnerability.

It might seem evident that if A can exploit B, then something about B’s 
situation already creates vulnerability on her account. Hence, adding 
vulnerability to the defi nition of exploitation might seem redundant. 
However, talking about an exploitative relationship for some types of 
vulnerabilities would not make sense. For example, assume I sell chess 
lessons online and get paid in terms of donation, viz., my customers pay 
me whatever they deem suitable as a fair price.7 Now and then, some 
customers would pay a meager price or not pay at all while benefi ting 
from the lessons. The situation fi ts (E3) well; I seem to be exploited 
by these customers. In this case, although I have made myself vulner-
able to unfair transactions, I am not vulnerable in any special sense 
or any other sense regarding the background conditions of the parties 
involved. So, adding vulnerability as a separate criterion does not add 
much to the exploitation charge unless the defi nition of vulnerability is 
related to some background conditions.

Satz seems to agree that “underlying extreme vulnerabilities of the 
transacting parties” (Satz 2010: 97, emphasis in the original) rather 
than any random vulnerability can lead to exploitation. She adds that 
“widely varying resources or widely different capacities to understand 
the terms of their transaction” (Satz 2010: 97) cause such extreme vul-
nerabilities.8 Therefore, the exploitation account must build the con-
nection between the exploitee’s background conditions and vulnerabil-
ity to avoid false positives.

7  A similar example is in Arneson (2016: 27). 
8  I thank an anonymous reviewer for reminding us of Satz’s contribution to the 

discussion. 
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2.3. Arneson’s theory of exploitation
Arneson gives an account of exploitation that would fi t (E1) and in-
clude the background circumstances into the defi nition of unfairness. 
He formulates a prioritarian criterion of the best outcome regarding 
the distribution of social surplus in an interaction. He holds that the 
best outcome is obtained by measuring the weighted well-being of the 
parties involved in the transaction in question. Moreover, the weighted 
well-being score “is fi xed in this way: obtaining a benefi t (or avoiding a 
loss) for a person has more value, (1) the greater the well-being gain it 
achieves for the person, (2) the worse-off in lifetime well-being the per-
son would otherwise be absent this benefi t, and (3) the more deserving 
the person is in life-time terms” (Arneson 2016: 17). So, a transaction 
between parties A and B would be less fair the farther it is from the 
best outcome criterion that Arneson provides.

Arneson’s theory of exploitation is superior to Wertheimer’s in in-
cluding the lifetime well-being of the parties when making an exploita-
tion claim.9 This criterion of how agents would do in lifetime well-being 
absent the transaction in question would imply a comparison in back-
ground circumstances. “This account will yield the result that Poor’s 
driving hard bargain with Rich when Poor has a bargaining advantage 
is more fair than Rich’s driving hard bargain with Poor when Rich has 
a bargaining advantage (on the assumption that greater wealth tends 
to lead to greater lifetime well-being)” (Arneson 2016: 18).

Nicholas Vrousalis criticizes Arneson for creating false negatives, 
i.e., missing to mark exploitative cases as exploitative. The case Vrou-
salis uses as a counterexample to Arneson’s account is a version of Ant-
Grasshopper cases.10 In this version, although the Grasshopper is much 
worse-off compared to the Ant, she is undeserving to enjoy the benefi ts 
of their interaction because she spent all summer lazing around, and 
this fact makes her “completely undeserving (absolutely or compara-
tively, pluralistically or monistically)” (Vrousalis 2016: 535). Hence, 
according to Arneson’s theory of exploitation, even if Ant charges the 

9 Wertheimer does not consider his account of exploitation to be weak just 
because it does not consider background circumstances (or overall well-being of the 
parties, for that matter) relevant to the charge of exploitation; he instead sees this 
fact as a virtue of it (see Wertheimer 2007: 261).

10 “As in the fable, Ant works hard all summer and has ample provisions for 
the winter. Grasshopper lazes about and in January has an empty cupboard. As it 
happens, cardinal interpersonal comparisons of desert and well-being can be made. 
Without interaction, Grasshopper will end up with welfare level two, which amounts 
to dire misery, and Ant with three, bare suffi ciency, and in this scenario Ant is 
comparatively more deserving; the gap between the welfare level Ant has and what 
he deserves is far greater for him than is the comparable gap for Grasshopper. Ant 
proposes to sell some provisions to Grasshopper at a very high price. Grasshopper 
accepts the deal, though he would prefer to pay less and get more. With this deal in 
place, Grasshopper ends up with welfare level three and Ant with twelve (Ant buys 
a cell phone). Even after this transaction, Ant’s welfare level is less than he deserves, 
by comparison with the situation of Grasshopper” Arneson (2016: 535).
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Grasshopper exorbitantly, she is not accused of exploitation because of 
Arneson’s account’s “desert” element.

Vrousalis also criticizes Arneson’s account of exploitation for creat-
ing false positives, i.e., marking non-exploitative cases as exploitative. 
He compares cases of unfair free-riding that do not include domina-
tion to those that include domination (Vrousalis 2016: 536). Vrousalis 
maintains that Arneson’s account marks these cases as exploitative, 
although they are intuitively not exploitative. He gives the example of 
someone, A, who escapes from persecution and hides in B’s boat. When 
B rows her boat from one coast to another, A free-rides B’s rowing ef-
forts and hence takes unfair advantage of her for A’s benefi t. Vrousalis 
maintains that although A seems to be exploiting B according to Arne-
son’s unfairness account, this is intuitively wrong.

Vrousalis gives another example where some villagers take unfair 
advantage of other villagers while at the same time dominating them. 
In this thought experiment, villagers take turns to stand sentry at the 
village’s gates against bandits. Some villagers refuse to serve in the 
scheme, though, and thus free-ride the efforts of others. They do so 
knowing that the villagers who live close to the village’s periphery will 
suffer the most when bandits attack. To defend the village safely, those 
contributing to the sentry scheme need the free riders’ contribution. So, 
the free riders have power over the contributors. Vrousalis holds that 
in this example, the free riders can be rightly accused of exploiting the 
contributors’ efforts to maintain safety.

Vrousalis also argues that even if Arneson were right that these 
free rider cases were both exploitative, something of normative signifi -
cance would be lost by not distinguishing them from each other: “Only 
power-grounded advantage-taking constitutes exploitation, on this 
view” (Vrousalis 2016: 536).

Putting aside its theoretical handicaps, using Arneson’s prioritar-
ian criterion of fairness in (E1) must be tested to see if it renders sweat-
shops exploitative. This fairness account seeks to achieve the best 
weighted-well-being score in a transaction. For example, compare two 
possible wage levels that an MNE can pay to its workers in a sweatshop 
that it runs, w and w + x, where w is the current wage paid, and w + x 
is the wage that the MNE can pay without causing much of a change in 
other aspects of its budget.11 Paying w + x to the workers would provide 
higher marginal well-being than the marginal well-being that paying 
w to workers would give to higher-level managers and consumers who 
would otherwise buy the same products slightly cheaper.

This calculation is accurate, at least in the short term. However, in 
the long term, paying w + x at the cost of lower manager compensation 
packets and a slightly higher product price may pull down wages paid 
to sweatshop workers. If further empirical work shows that this is the 

11 Arnold and Hartman count multiple possible ways MNEs can increase wages 
without much loss to their profi ts in Arnold and Hartman (2006). 
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case in the sweatshops in question, then the fi rst criterion of Arneson’s 
account would not agree that paying w + x creates greater well-being 
for workers. Whether the fi rst criterion of Arneson’s prioritarian fair-
ness account supports paying w + x to sweatshop workers depends on 
empirical data relevant to the particular circumstances in question.

The second criterion seeks the distribution that will provide the best 
well-being in life-time terms. In line with the fi rst criterion, sweatshop 
workers would lose much more than high-level managers and custom-
ers in general, and in lifetime terms, if w is paid to the workers instead 
of w + x.12 This scenario would be valid unless the long-term conse-
quences of higher worker wages drive profi ts down to drive the MNE in 
question down in the competition among the regional companies. Such 
a consequence would result in many sweatshop workers losing their 
jobs and thus having less well-being in lifetime terms. Hence, whether 
Arneson’s account’s second prioritarian criterion supports higher work-
er wages also depends on the pertinent empirical data.

The third criterion is more challenging to add to the calculation. This 
diffi culty would be due to the ambiguity of comparing the “desert” el-
ement in this account of fairness to the other two criteria. The main 
determining factor in the Marxist and liberal divide in the approach to 
exploitation stems from their economic approaches to the calculation 
of desert.13 According to the liberal approach to desert, the supply and 
demand curves of labor power determine the wage laborers deserve in 
that particular market. So, according to the liberal approach, if the sup-
ply and demand curves depict wage w as the equilibrium point, then the 
workers deserve to be paid w instead of w + x. Alternatively, if there is 
room in the liberal theory of desert, as some authors claim, to include 
w + x in the deserved wage interval, then the third criterion would hold 
that the fair wage for sweatshop workers is w + x and not w.14

As a result, according to Arneson’s theory of exploitation, whether 
sweatshop labor is exploitative depends on empirical evidence. There is 
evidence in both directions.15 Some evidence shows that paying higher 

12 It is plausible that relatively less well-off consumers also consume sweatshop 
products. However, it is a reasonable assumption that the primary consumers of 
these products are individuals in more affl uent Western countries. If that were not 
the case, there is a chance that Arneson’s second criterion does not support paying w 
+ x to sweatshop workers. Whether this second criterion would support paying w + 
x would depend on comparing the change in the well-being between poor sweatshop 
workers and poor consumers after the change in the wage level.

13 Jon Elster explains the difference in plain economic terms in Elster (1978: 
3–17).

14 Sollars and Englander (2007), who argue against increasing the minimum 
wage paid to sweatshop workers on moral grounds, also concede that there is room 
for fi rms to increase the market-level wages up to a point.

15 Both Kates (2015) and Coakley and Kates (2013) give evidence to support a 
moderate to no effect of higher worker wages on worker layoff. On the other hand, 
Sollars and Englander (2007) point to other economic literature which shows that 
increasing minimum wage levels may lead to worker layoffs.
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wages to sweatshop workers will lead to worker layoffs in that sweat-
shop. However, even in this case, Michael Kates argues that this is 
not necessarily harmful to less developed countries’ sweatshop workers 
overall. According to him, some layoffs due to wage increases might 
bring greater benefi ts for the less developed countries’ sweatshop work-
ers (cf. Kates 2015).

There is empirical evidence favoring higher wages paid to sweatshop 
workers, leading to their greater well-being. The same evidence favors 
the idea that the overall population working in sweatshops would be 
worse off in a lifetime without a higher wage. These two premises are 
pertinent to Arneson’s fi rst two criteria in his prioritarian approach to 
exploitation. Moreover, even theoreticians working within the limits 
of classical liberal theory concede that some increase in the market-
determined wage level is possible. So even if we accept the liberal eco-
nomic criterion of desert for the third element of Arneson’s theory of 
exploitation, the theory concedes that paying a wage level (w) below 
the economically feasible maximum (w+x) would plausibly assign the 
charge of exploitation to the MNE managers.

Therefore, there is some support in the relevant literature to claim 
that Arneson’s account of exploitation would fi nd some standard cases of 
sweatshops to be exploitative while marking others as non-exploitative.

3. Exploitation and attitudes
The accounts I will investigate in this section claim that exploitation is 
unrelated to how the parties in a transaction distribute the resulting 
surplus. These accounts question whether there is an attitude-based 
wrong in the type of interaction in question. 

3.1 Sample’s theory of exploitation
Sample presents her attitude-based account of exploitation as follows: 
“The basic idea is that exploitation involves interacting with another 
being for the sake of advantage in a way that degrades or fails to re-
spect the inherent value in that being” (2003: 57). So, according to her 
account, A exploits B if and only if A benefi ts from interaction with B 
while degrading or disrespecting B.
 (E4): A exploits B if and only if A benefi ts from a transaction 

with B in which A degrades or disrespects B.
She provides three possible ways A can disrespect B: 1) A can fail to 
respect B by neglecting what is necessary for B’s well-being or fl ourish-
ing, 2) A can fail to respect B by taking advantage of an injustice done 
to B, and 3) A can fail to respect B by commodifying or treating as a 
fungible object of market exchange, an aspect of B’s being that ought 
not to be commodifi ed (Sample 2003: 57).

Sample asserts that respect for other persons does not require us 
to love them, and in this sense, respect is a limited relationship with 
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others. Just as respect requires us to engage in a limited but positive 
manner, she argues; the duty to refrain from exploiting others requires 
us to constrain ourselves in specifi c ways when interacting with them. 
So it is not enough not to harm the person we interact with; ignoring 
their needs is also as disrespectful as harming them. Such an act of ig-
noring the needs of others can be exploitative if we also benefi t from the 
interaction, Sample maintains. Moreover, this is why she argues that 
exploitation is worse than neglect: We fail to fulfi ll our duty to respect 
the inherent value of our interactor when we are involved in exploita-
tion, even if it is mutually benefi cial.

Ignoring the basic needs of someone whose needs are at stake is act-
ing disrespectfully towards that person, holds Sample.16 So if A chooses 
to interact with B and B’s basic needs are at stake, B is vulnerable to 
A. From this moment on, if A does not meet B’s basic needs, A exploits 
B when A also benefi ts from the interaction. Sample admits that if, in 
the only possible mutually advantageous interaction, the basic needs of 
B cannot be met but are taken into account, then the interaction is not 
exploitative (2003: 75).17

The needs of people are related to their well-being, according to 
Sample. Therefore, when interacting with someone vulnerable, we 
must consider their well-being. The understanding of well-being that 
Sample bases her account of exploitation on is the capabilities approach 
advocated by Martha Nussbaum. Hence “exploitative interactions are 
those in which the capabilities of our interactors are ignored in the 
pursuit of our own advantage” (Sample 2003: 81). Still, “nonexploita-
tion does not require that we ensure the capabilities of our interactors 
in individual transactions. Rather it requires that we in some way take 
their needs into account” (Sample 2003: 81). Hence, Sample reminds us 
that not ignoring the capabilities of our interactors means taking their 
needs into account.18

In cases of mutually benefi cial exploitation, the exploited person either does 
not benefi t suffi ciently from the transaction that results in her exploitation 
or, in some other way treated as having less value than she actually pos-
sesses. Either the resources obtained from the interaction fail to contribute 

16 Sample does not explain what she means by basic needs being “at stake,” but a 
charitable reading could suggest that she is talking about transacting with someone 
whose basic needs are unmet or would be unmet after the transaction.

17 This second criterion softens the one that comes before it. According to Sample’s 
theory, a transaction between two people, both of whom lack their basic needs, would 
not necessarily be exploitative as long as they consider each other’s basic needs.  This 
criterion is attitude-based, although it seems to worry about the outcomes. One can 
think of cases where the fair transaction leaves at least one of the parties without 
enough provision to meet their basic needs. Sample’s account assigns a duty to the 
transacting parties, in such cases, to go beyond what is required by fairness and 
have a particular attitude towards the other party, viz., one that fulfi lls their basic 
needs.

18 Sample is probably talking about the needs relevant to contributing to these 
capabilities here.
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to that person’s capabilities in a relevant way, or else the nature of the 
transaction itself—as opposed to the resources or social surplus of the trans-
action—degrades her. (Sample 2003: 81)

Such is different for repeated transactions, however. Sample argues 
that in the case of repeated transactions, where A is taking advantage 
of B and B is vulnerable to A, B’s capabilities must be ensured: “If an 
employer fails to compensate an employee in a way that provides her 
with adequate income when such compensation is possible, then the 
relationship is exploitative” (Sample 2003: 81).

Sample does not cash out the exact circumstances under which such 
compensation is possible for the employer. Thus, her account needs to 
be more explicit about how much compensation an employer of a local 
sweatshop that makes quite a small profi t owes to their workers. It is 
more evident, though, that managers of MNEs ought to fulfi ll the ca-
pabilities criterion of Sample’s account. If such compensation were not 
possible for large MNEs, it would not be possible for any organization 
because of the high-profi t range of these enterprises.

Sample concedes that her account of exploitation bears the result 
that since exploitation is a violation of a duty to respect others, agents 
might prefer not to interact whenever the interaction would be exploit-
ative, even if it is mutually advantageous. In her account, avoiding 
interaction is permissible, and she clearly emphasizes that exploitation 
is worse than neglect. On the other hand, Sample notes that if an agent 
“always” prefers to neglect when the other option is mutually advanta-
geous exploitation, then this agent does not fulfi ll the imperfect duty of 
benefi cence and is morally blameworthy (Sample 2003: 72).

According to Sample, her account of exploitation explains why we 
take exploitative interactions to be worse than neglect. She believes 
that interacting with someone else burdens us with special duties 
towards that person and equips our interactor with specifi c claims 
against us. She maintains that this aspect of her account is in line with 
the intuition that killing is worse than letting die (Sample 2003: 61).

Another advantage of her account, she claims, is that it can explain 
exploitative systems besides exploitative transactions. In such systems, 
exploitative behavior can be part of the routine and be accepted as ordi-
nary, yet the exploitation claim should not be waived. In these systems, 
the exploitee might not feel exploited, even when they indeed are.

Like other theories of exploitation, Sample’s account has faced criti-
cisms and counterarguments. Wertheimer criticizes all the three ac-
counts Sample gives of why an interaction might be exploitative. For 
the fi rst account of exploitation, Wertheimer draws on Sample’s ex-
ample of the teller. Sample claims that I would exploit the teller if I 
interacted with her to profi t from this interaction but still tolerated 
the wages upon which she could not decently live (Sample 2003: 69). 
Wertheimer disagrees. He maintains that “it is not clear why the mere 
fact that A enters into an arguably limited transaction with B requires 
A to be quite so responsive to B’s life needs” (Wertheimer 2007: 216).
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For Sample’s second account, Wertheimer gives the example of a 
person, B, who has recently suffered a malicious attack on her home. 
She interacts with a carpenter, A, to get her home fi xed. According to 
Wertheimer, there is nothing wrong if A takes advantage of the in-
teraction with B as long as A does not take unfair advantage, viz., A 
does not charge B an exorbitant price for the work. In this example, 
although B has suffered an injustice, there is nothing wrong with A 
taking advantage of the interaction with B.

Against Sample’s third account, Wertheimer gives the example of a 
female sex worker, B, who sees herself as a professional who interacts 
with A, someone who seeks B’s services. In this example, B knows how 
A regards her but does not care about it and even fi nds A pathetic for 
his needs. Wertheimer argues that B is not exploited in her interaction 
with A.

Leaving the possible handicaps of her account of exploitation aside, 
for the time being, Sample gives a detailed explanation of the fi rst type 
of disrespect in her defi nition of exploitation, viz., one in which A fails 
to take B’s well-being into account in their interaction.19 Her criticism 
of Wertheimer’s theory of exploitation was that the criterion of a hypo-
thetical market misses marking sweatshop jobs as exploitative. More-
over, she argues that these jobs are exploitative because of her fi rst 
account of disrespect in her defi nition of exploitation.

[...] There is little doubt that much global trade today involves interact-
ing with people on exploitative terms. Even if, as defenders of globalization 
argue, expanded trade improves the situation of many or all of those in de-
veloping countries, the terms of such trade may be inadequate for meeting 
their basic needs and generally demonstrating respect for their personhood. 
(Sample 2003: 169)

Exploitation as degradation or disrespect, as in (E4), can explain the 
exploitation of sweatshop workers at the bottom of the global produc-
tion chain. However, besides its theoretical fl aws, the degradation ac-
count focuses only on the worst-off to miss the exploitation of rather 
better-off workers, whose basic and serious needs have been met. This 
theoretical choice might or might not be a drawback of (E4) depending 
on whether a better interpretation of disrespect that covers the adverse 
circumstances of better-off workers is given.

3.2. Vrousalis’ theory of exploitation
Another attitudinal account of exploitation, which might cover the 
plight of the better-off workers as well, is given by Vrousalis. He gives a 
domination account of exploitation. He believes exploitation is “a form 
of domination for self enrichment” (Vrousalis 2013: 1). He adds that 
when A dominates B, “[a] necessary condition for domination is pow-
er-induced injury to B’s status or some form of servitude on B’s part” 

19 She barely expands the second account and admits that some implications of 
the third account are open to discussion (like the case of sex work).
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(Vrousalis 2016: 529). Like Sample, Vrousalis denies that unfairness 
in the division of social surplus created by the parties’ interaction has 
anything to do with exploitation. So his defi nition can be formulated 
as follows:
 (E5): A exploits B if and only if A benefi ts from a transaction 

with B in which A dominates B.
Arneson has a handful of counterexamples against the domination ac-
count. He argues that B is vulnerable to A in each of these examples, 
and A’s behavior towards B can reasonably be called domination. Nev-
ertheless, although A enriches herself, none of these examples corre-
spond to our intuitions about exploitation. One such example is what 
he calls the “Utility Company” (Arneson 2016: 10). In this example, a 
utility company is the monopoly heat supplier in a town with a cold cli-
mate. The residents have no choice but to buy heat from this company. 
The company charges the residents fairly and makes a profi t from the 
sales. According to Arneson, although the heat company might be said 
to dominate the residents, there is no exploitation in this case because 
the company charges them fairly.

The defender of (E5) could respond to Arneson, holding that the res-
idents are not exploited in the “Utility Company” example because they 
are not experiencing power-induced injury to their status, nor are they 
going through any form of servitude under the heat supplier. However, 
these defenders would need to show how and when someone would ex-
perience these forms of domination apart from being charged unfairly 
in an exchange. This is what Vrousalis claims to be doing. He also ac-
cuses the defenders of the unfairness view, (E1) or (E3), of confounding 
unfair treatment with exploitation. “On the fairness view, by contrast, 
‘unfair treatment’ and ‘exploitation’ are used interchangeably. What is 
the extra purchase of saying that A exploits B, on this view? Arneson’s 
answer is ‘not much.’ Indeed, he uses ‘unfair treatment’ and ‘exploita-
tion’ as synonymous throughout his essay [...]” (Vrousalis 2016: 537).

Vrousalis argues the distinct wrong that (E5) points should be ana-
lyzed under a specifi c category. Thus such cases would need a different 
response than those covered by unfairness views like (E1) or (E3). 

I claim that there is a concept distinct from Arneson’s, call it shmexploi-
tation, whose contours are defi ned by the domination view, which takes 
cases like Pit and Ant and Grasshopper as instances of wrongful advantage-
taking. If I am right about these instances, then shmexploitation captures 
instances of wrongful advantage-taking that are surplus to exploitation: sh-
mexploitation is explanatorily superior to exploitation in that respect. We 
should think of cases like Pit in terms of shmexploitation, not exploitation. 
(Vrousalis 2016: 537, original italics)20

20 Here is Vrousalis’ example of the Pit: “A and B are alone in the desert. A fi nds 
B lying at the bottom of a pit. A proposes to extract B, on condition that B works for 
A for a wage of $1/day for the rest of B’s life” (Vrousalis 2016: 527).
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According to (E5), MNE managers exploit sweatshop workers because 
they have dominating power over the workers. According to this power 
relationship, MNE managers can get sweatshop workers to agree to 
the managers’ terms. That is why such a relationship creates some ser-
vitude for the workers.

One alleged drawback of Sample’s theory of exploitation was its 
lack of explanatory power for the plight of better-off workers. Vrousa-
lis’ theory can explain their situation as exploitative due to their em-
ployers’ dominating power over them. This result does not imply that 
sweatshop workers and better-off workers are exploited to the same 
degree. Since it is plausible to claim that domination comes in degrees, 
it follows that exploitation as domination also comes in degrees. Hence 
it is consistent to expect a correlative degree of moral indignation to-
wards different degrees of exploitation. 

So, besides explaining the exploitation of sweatshop workers at the 
bottom of the supply chain, (E5) can explain the plight of better-off 
workers who are also claimed to be exploited. According to this defi ni-
tion, managers exploit these better-off workers as long as they have no 
say in their work conditions. 

The domination account of exploitation is better equipped to mark 
many standard cases of sweatshops as exploitative. However, what 
seems to be an advantage of the domination account becomes a disad-
vantage in sweatshops. The domination account can place sweatshops 
on a scale marking them as more or less exploitative. Nevertheless, 
many sweatshop critics refer to the concept of exploitation to determine 
with which workplaces to interfere. If the domination account marks 
all labor as exploited, we still need a further criterion to determine 
which workplaces are “exploitative enough” to deserve a proper protest 
and interference. Until such a criterion is defi ned, the domination ac-
count is of little use to sweatshop critics.

4. Conclusion
Exploitation is one strong reason to protest and interfere with sweat-
shops. However, reviewing the prominent theories of exploitation proves 
that each theory includes some theoretical fl aws. For this reason, it is 
not straightforward to point at the correct defi nition of this concept that 
we can apply to all sweatshops. Moreover, each prominent exploitation 
theory proves that only some sweatshops are exploitative while missing 
to mark some other intuitively exploitative cases as exploitative.

This article opposes the contention that all standard cases of sweat-
shops are exploitative according to a robust theory of exploitation. I 
have gone through the most prominent theories in the literature to 
mark their theoretical fl aws and strengths and evaluate their verdict 
on whether the standard cases of sweatshops are exploitative. I have 
shown that each of these theories marks at least some sweatshops as 
exploitative while missing to mark others.
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In conclusion, my argument shows that the exploitation charge 
alone is not a solid moral ground to interfere with all sweatshops. Go-
ing over the prominent theories of exploitation gives us two results. 
First, there is no theory of exploitation without any theoretical fl aws. 
All these theories either miss to mark some intuitively exploitative 
cases as one or wrongly mark an intuitively non-exploitative case as 
exploitative. Some theories need clarity in matching their claims with 
empirical data. Other theories have some ambiguity in their defi nitions 
and how they use concepts.

Second, the best of these prominent theories mark sweatshops as 
exploitative under some circumstances, while not in others. So, even 
if one were to pick their favored theory of exploitation as the right one 
and try to defend it against counterarguments, it might still not ascer-
tain that all standard sweatshop cases are exploitative according to 
this theory.21

This conclusion leaves sweatshop critics, who wish to charge sweat-
shops with exploitation, with two possible paths. First, one can pick 
and defend a theory of exploitation against others and then apply it to 
a particular case to see whether that case is exploitative. Alternatively, 
one can pick a particular case and try to see how these prominent theo-
ries mark the case on the exploitation scale, later to take the case as 
exploitative if enough (or just one or all) of the theories agree on it. 

I will not argue in favor of any one of these methods here. What I 
have done until this point has demarcated the theoretical landscape for 
fi nding out what kind of sweatshop cases are marked as exploitative 
according to these prominent theories. One has to fi nd a method to 
follow to discover whether a particular case is exploitative. If the case 
turns out to be exploitative, then this constitutes a prima facie reason 
to interfere with the sweatshop in question. In the end, sweatshop crit-
ics had better fi nd other reasons besides the charge of exploitation to 
protest or interfere with these workplaces.
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