
Social justice for agricultural laborers far 
away from the aisles of the Bay-area gro-
cery stores in which this film was shot is 
possible and attainable through market 
mechanisms and individual consumer ac-
tion.  Governments, laws and international 
development agencies have failed agricul-
tural workers.  Individual consumers, ac-
cording to Fair Trade USA’s logic, must step 
in — and step around — these institutions 
in order to actualize change.  In public 
pronouncements and private conversa-
tions, fair traders echo these sentiments 
that state institutions have “failed” or are 
otherwise “corrupt.”

In this model, justice comes about when 
“involved consumers” can freely and con-
scientiously trade with people who pro-
vide the goods and services they want, 
unfettered by corrupt or inefficient regu-
lations.  Governments have little interest 
in satisfying consumers’ desires for food 
that is “good,” either in taste or in condi-
tions of production.  Fair trade logic as-
sumes that by permitting more consum-
ers to make more “free” choices to direct 
their dollars to the makers of “good” food, 

consumer desires and producer needs will 
both be met.  Importantly, fair trade envi-
sions justice as voluntary.  The consumers 
to whom Rice addresses his message make 
the choice to buy “good” food.

In the case of Darjeeling tea plantations, 
where I have conducted fieldwork as a 
cultural anthropologist since 2006, fair 
traders’ dismissal of the state’s role in en-
suring agricultural justice is profoundly 
misguided.  As many of the readers of this 
magazine know, fair trade certification en-
compasses diverse agricultural contexts 
— from the coffee cooperatives of Central 
America, to which many contemporary fair 
traders trace their activist roots as solidar-
ity workers, to the post-colonial tea plan-
tations of South Asia and Africa.  There is 
much debate over the ethics and efficacy 
of the extension of fair trade to planta-
tions, and I and others continue to be 
actively engaged in that debate, but fair 
trade at any scale or location continues 
to be depicted as an “alternative” to con-
ventional trade.  And this alternative can 
include producers of any crop, from any-
where in the world.
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In “The Power of the Consumer,” 
a short film released by Fair Trade 
USA, the project of fair trade is 
translated directly as one of in-
dividual purchasing power.  Paul 
Rice, the charismatic CEO of Fair 
Trade USA narrates:

“We’re facing such huge global 
challenges today: poverty, 
climate change, environmen-
tal degradation … We feel so 
powerless in our lives in the face 
of these huge global problems 
and the old approaches, where 
there is government intervention, 
government legislation, or inter-
national development aid and 
charity … They’re not working fast 
enough, so we have to harness 
the power of the market, and we 
have to get consumers involved.”1 

The Promise of 
Fair Trade for
Plantation Laborers



Owners of fair trade-certified tea plantations in India are not moti-
vated only by their personal desires to conserve the environment and 
ensure the well-being of laborers.  The provision of the basic social 
and environmental goods that fair trade organizations and advocates 
see themselves as underwriting are, in fact, already mandated by In-
dian labor law.  The government of then-newly independent India 
enacted the Plantations Labour Act (PLA) in 1951 to protect work-
ers from mistreatment at the hands of plantation owners.  This leg-
islation was driven in part by the active presence of labor unions in 
Darjeeling, Assam, the Dooars and Kerala, independent India’s major 
tea-growing regions.  The PLA’s tenets also drew upon wartime best 
practices established by the Indian Tea Association.  Today, the PLA 
continues to guarantee plantation workers’ social welfare, mandating 
that owners provide workers with housing, health care, food rations, 
firewood and schooling.  The PLA makes a plantation’s moral econo-
my — the reciprocal relationships between labor, management and 
the plantation landscape — into a matter of state concern.

During the period of my fieldwork, many planters sought to “update” 
what they saw as “irrelevant” sections of the PLA, namely the afore-
mentioned social welfare clauses.  Many owners saw these provisions 
as “social costs” that they were unfairly expected to pay.  Members of 
the Darjeeling Tea Association (DTA), the plantation owners’ industry 
organization, lobbied the central government to rewrite the PLA so 
that they would no longer have to bear these costs.  Owners con-
tended that workers should provide these things for themselves.

As DTA members fought against paying “social costs,” they also sought 
fair trade certification in order to open new markets for their tea.  In a 
stinging paradox, owners gained the attention of fair trade certifiers 
because of their adherence to the PLA, even as they foresaw fair trade 
programs as a method for justifying the very same law’s rollback or 
repeal.  Fair trade certification was an effective and lucrative means 
of reaching U.S. and European markets.  With its promise of higher 
prices, it provided, at worst, a means for subsidizing the social costs of 
the PLA and, at best, a reason for doing away with the PLA altogether.

Fair trade plantations and marketers alike contend that fair trade pre-
miums adequately provide workers with basic necessities.  Fair trade 
“success stories” — stories about workers’ lives improving, thanks to 
the premiums provided by certification — appear frequently in Web 
sites and other promotional materials.  Descriptions on fair trade tea 
boxes and retail Web sites make lofty claims about how fair trade has 
provided pharmacies, money to finance weddings and funerals for 
laborers’ families, additional housing and roads — all of which India’s 
PLA already mandates.

So, what is fair trade doing for Darjeeling tea plantation workers?  
That is a complicated question, but the short answer is: probably not 
what the packaging and marketing materials describe.  Even wages 
on Indian plantations are set through state-regulated wage agree-
ments, and fair trade cannot affect workers’ monetary earnings either.  
If anything, a movement as broad and powerful as fair trade should 
work with state institutions governing labor, trade and agriculture in-
stead of promoting a placeless, one-size-fits-all model of justice.

16www.fairworldproject.org

Sarah Besky’s research was specific to Fairtrade Certi-
fied tea plantations and how certification effects the 
workers on these plantations.

Photo Caption:
A plantation laborer on a fair trade certified plantation in Darjeeling.

1 http://fairtradeusa.org/what-is-fair-trade [YouTube video, accessed 1/23/2013].

The above is excerpted from Besky’s book, The Darjeeling Distinc-
tion: Labor and Justice on Fair Trade Tea Plantations in India, pub-
lished by the University of California Press in 2014.


