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What’s Fair?
The Paradox of Seeking Justice through Markets

Mark Moberg and Sarah Lyon

Fair Trade and Neoliberal Globalization: A Brief History

In recent decades, the growth of global markets for agricultural commod-
ities, manufactured goods, and artisanal products has made available to 
residents of the developed countries an unprecedented array of consumer 
goods originating in diverse cultures and geographies. This seemingly 
endless expansion of consumer choice is rooted in the process of neo-
liberal globalization, a model of economic development now dominant 
among the world’s governments, multilateral lending agencies, and trade 
bodies. Intended to promote global trade through neoliberalism as exer-
cised through institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization (WTO), globalization 
has dismantled most state policies regulating the movement of capital 
and commodities across national borders (Basch et al. 1994; Greider 1997; 
Brennan 2003). Implemented through regional trade agreements such as 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Single Eu-
ropean Market, neoliberal policies have also facilitated massive levels of 
transnational investment, most of which originates from financial centers 
in the developed North. Meanwhile, technological and transport innova-
tions of recent decades, particularly jet air cargo and containerized ship-
ping, have brought the fruits of such investment within the reach of con-
sumers in the developed countries (Harvey 1989: 240ff.). The result has 
been a profusion of once-novel agricultural and manufactured goods on 
retail shelves, as well as traditionally available items originating in new 
sites of production: winter fruits and vegetables from Central America, 
cut flowers from Ecuador and Colombia, and fresh seafood from Asia 
have become routine items of consumption for North American shoppers 
(Fischer and Benson 2006; Ziegler 2007). This global sourcing of new 
products, combined with the ongoing volatility associated with markets 
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for traditional bulk commodities such as coffee, tea, cacao, and bananas, 
has in turn heightened awareness of global wealth disparities. This aware-
ness is a major impetus for the contemporary fair trade movement.
 Neoliberalism1 has largely supplanted earlier models of economic de-
velopment rooted in state regulation of markets and international trade, 
a project whose origins date to the Bretton Woods conference of 1944 to 
plan a postwar global economy (Helleiner 1994). Bretton Woods endorsed 
Keynesian policies conferring a primary role for economic management 
on central governments, upholding controls on international transfers of 
capital to further national goals of investment and social welfare (ibid.). 
As independence movements swept colonized regions of the globe fol-
lowing World War II, newly installed national governments adopted 
Keynesian measures to regulate their countries’ involvement in the global 
economy. Promoting industrialization at home through state-led invest-
ment, developing countries also pursued regulation to ensure more stable 
markets for their exports. The term fair trade first arose during this time 
to encompass an agenda among United Nations member states favoring 
more equitable exchange between the developed and developing worlds 
(Fridell 2007: 24). Arguing that the global South’s reliance on primary 
product exports placed it at a disadvantage relative to the industrialized 
North, developing nations in the United Nations Economic Commission 
on Latin America (ECLA) and UN Commission on Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD) lobbied for commodity controls ensuring “fairer” prices 
for primary product exporters of the South (ibid.: 30). Hence, the fair 
trade movement in its earliest incarnation was opposed in principle to the 
deregulation embraced by later neoliberal policies.
 During the 1980s, the Bretton Woods framework crumbled as national 
governments rescinded controls over international capital transfers, fol-
lowing the lead of the United States, which renounced such measures in 
1973. Over the ensuing decade, severe trade imbalances due to deteriorat-
ing export prices and the rising costs of oil imports led many governments 
of the global South to default on foreign loans. In seeking assistance from 
the U.S.-dominated International Monetary Fund, developing countries 
averted bankruptcy only after agreeing to IMF Structural Adjustment 
Programs (SAPs) that diverted government spending into debt repay-
ment. The effect was a forced imposition of neoliberal policies, as SAPs re-
stricted the regulatory tools that national governments had earlier used to 
manage trade. Under the mandates of Structural Adjustment, developing 
countries were required to remove protective tariffs and restrictions over 
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foreign investment, suspend subsidies for domestic producers, and ori-
ent their agricultural and manufacturing sectors to export production—
all with the goal of maximizing export earnings in order to repay debts. 
In effect, national governments lost sovereign control of their economies. 
With the demise of the Soviet bloc in 1990, free trade—premised on the 
absence of tariffs, quotas, or state intervention in labor and commodity 
markets—emerged as the unchallenged economic paradigm virtually ev-
erywhere in the global economy. Upon the creation of the World Trade 
Organization in 1995, neoliberal doctrines acquired the force of law, as 
member governments could now sue others to force them to open their 
markets and remove “illegal” restrictions on the transnational movement 
of commodities. By that decade, the fair trade movement as originally 
conceived, that is, a statist program challenging free trade, appeared to be 
as moribund as the Keynesian policies on which it was based.
 Yet with the expansion of neoliberalism the need for fairer international 
trade has become ever more pressing to many people in the postcolonial 
world. Free-market policies have brought millions of small-scale farmers 
into competition with industrial agriculture, which enjoys greater pro-
ductivity because of its technological advantages as well as subsidies in the 
form of tax credits and price supports in the developed countries.2 Usu-
ally unable to compete in deregulated markets with much larger corporate 
farms, household-based farmers confront the alternatives of plummeting 
earnings or a withdrawal from commercial farming altogether. National 
governments throughout the developing world face new pressures to ex-
port goods and generate foreign exchange, further glutting global markets 
for traditional export crops and depressing farmers’ receipts below their 
costs of production. The abandonment of longstanding multilateral efforts 
to regulate commodity prices, such as the International Coffee Agreement 
(ICA) and Lomé Convention,3 has also forced producer prices for many 
commodities to unprecedented lows (see Jaffee 2007: 42ff). These trends 
have been exacerbated by the consolidation of retail power in the devel-
oped world—epitomized by the emergence of Wal-Mart as a multinational 
supermarket chain—which has fueled intense price competition among the 
surviving retailers for the consumer market (Barrientos and Dolan 2006). 
By the 1990s, coffee growers experienced the lowest prices in a generation, 
and the decade witnessed deepening material hardship and even starvation 
in some coffee-growing regions (Charveriat 2001; R. Collier 2001). The 
attendant effects of neoliberal globalization have included massive emi-
gration from rural areas (in turn lowering wages and living standards in 
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manufacturing sectors) and recourse to dangerous and often exploitative 
survival strategies, such as prostitution and the production of illegal drugs 
(Nash 1994; Baumann 1998; Farmer 1999; Collins 2000; Moberg 2008). Yet, 
in many areas of the world, small-scale farmers are unwilling to “go qui-
etly into that dark night,” at least not without resisting draconian neoliberal 
measures. It is no coincidence, for example, that the Zapatista rebellion 
in southern Mexico began on the very day that the North American Free 
Trade Agreement took effect. Zapatista leaders recognized that the dis-
mantling of tariffs on cheap U.S. maize, one of NAFTA’s provisions, would 
decimate Mexico’s small farmers (G. Collier 1994).
 Awareness of these global dislocations has given fair trade a rebirth 
in a nonstatist incarnation as an international movement that seeks eco-
nomic justice and environmental sustainability through markets them-
selves. Thus redefined from government intervention to a market-based 
initiative, fair trade seeks to extend a preferred retail niche to products 
grown and manufactured under ethical conditions, thereby rewarding 
their producers with a higher return to their labor. As characterized by a 
coalition of European alternative trade organizations (ATOs) involved in 
the movement,

Fair trade is a trading partnership, based on dialogue, transparency, and re-
spect, that seeks greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sus-
tainable development by offering better trading conditions to, and securing 
the rights of, marginalized producers and workers—especially in the South. 
Fair trade organizations (backed by consumers) are engaged actively in 
supporting producers, awareness raising and in campaigning for changes in 
the rules and practice of conventional trade. (Quoted in Moore 2004: 73)

By certifying the products of family farmers, cooperatives, and ethically 
run commercial farms as fair trade goods, ATOs claim to encourage more 
socially just and environmentally sustainable forms of production. Con-
sumers of fair-trade-certified goods pay substantially higher retail prices 
for such items than for their conventional counterparts, with the differ-
ence ranging up to 100 percent or more for some fresh juice and produce 
(Stecklow and White 2004). Such prices are intended to generate greater 
earnings for family farmers and living wages on commercial farms. In 
addition, a portion of every fair trade purchase is returned to the pro-
ducer’s organization itself as a “social premium” to be invested in a com-
munity project of local design. Fair trade producers are required to satisfy 

9780814796207_Lyon_Moberg_i_312_1_1.indd   4 4/16/10   9:36:05 AM



What’s Fair? 5

sustainable environmental criteria, including restricted pesticide use and 
practices intended to reduce erosion and maintain watersheds. Thus, the 
contemporary fair trade movement claims to privilege the interests of 
small-scale producers and the environment over large-scale agribusiness. 
It does so not through state intervention in commodity and labor markets 
but by encouraging more ethical consumer choice among the many alter-
natives made freely available to shoppers by neoliberal globalization.
 Although the use of the term fair trade for the pursuit of social justice 
through markets is relatively recent, such initiatives date back to the mid-
twentieth century in efforts to improve the prices received by artisans in 
the developing world for goods exported to the developed North (Jaffee 
2007: 12ff.). In the 1950s, handicrafts were sold through OXFAM in the 
United Kingdom, SOS-Kinderhof in Holland, and the U.S.-based Men-
nonite SELFHELP initiative (later to become Ten Thousand Villages) in 
ways that averted traditional middlemen, ensuring higher prices for ar-
tisans themselves. In the United States, the marketing of coffee along fair 
trade lines accelerated in tandem with the Central American solidarity 
movement of the 1980s. The most prominent of these initiatives, Equal 
Exchange, developed direct marketing relationships with Nicaraguan 
coffee cooperatives to offset the Reagan administration’s trade embargo 
against the Sandinista government. North American fair trade groups at 
their inception focused on mail-order and later online systems of distri-
bution and have only expanded into coffeehouses and other retail outlets 
within the past decade. Supermarket sales remain a small, albeit growing, 
segment of fair trade purchases in the United States. In contrast, three 
European ATOs, TransFair, Max Havelaar, and Fairtrade Mark, were pro-
moting fair trade goods in mainstream supermarkets by the late 1980s. 
Over the following decade, fair trade labeling initiatives proliferated in 
seventeen nations of Europe, North America, and Japan, each geared to 
its respective national market. In 1997, these organizations sought to coor-
dinate their efforts with the creation of an umbrella group, the Fairtrade 
Labelling Organizations International (FLO), based in Bonn, Germany. 
FLO is responsible for formulating consistent certification standards for 
fair trade products among its member organizations and creating a uni-
fied retail market through labeling and promotion (Raynolds 2000).
 In order to receive the benefits of fair trade prices, producers must 
satisfy an array of criteria by which FLO attests that goods are grown or 
manufactured under conditions of social equity and environmental sus-
tainability. Certification standards vary according to the commodity and 
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the scale of the enterprise that produces it (see FLO 2008). Small-scale fair 
trade farmers must belong to democratically run producers’ associations in 
which participation is open to all eligible growers, regardless of ethnicity, 
gender, religion, or political affiliation. Alternately, if fair trade products 
originate on larger commercial farms, farm owners are expected to abide 
by International Labor Organization (ILO) standards affirming the right to 
association (including union membership), freedom from discrimination, 
prohibition of child or involuntary labor, and workplace safety. In addition, 
a host of environmental criteria apply to the production of fair trade goods, 
all designed to minimize the impact of farming on watersheds, topsoil, and 
wildlife. Most fair trade farmers are prohibited from using herbicides and 
must maintain uncultivated zones adjacent to streams to reduce chemical 
runoff and soil erosion. Chemical inputs are limited to a narrow range of 
approved substances, and the amounts and frequency of their use must 
be recorded on each farm. These requirements originate with ATOs based 
in developed countries; they are monitored through on-site visits by rep-
resentatives of FLO-Cert (a third-party auditing body reportable to FLO) 
and are subject to little or no alteration from farmers seeking certification.4 
In some cases, the standards have been criticized for their apparent arbi-
trariness and lack of transparency (Raynolds 2002; Calo and Wise 2005; 
Giovannucci and Ponte 2005; Lyon 2006).
 By 2005, FLO had established certification standards for producers of 
coffee, tea, cacao, bananas and many other fresh fruit and vegetables, sugar, 
honey, orange juice, wine, cut flowers, and spun cotton, as well as for pro-
ducers of some manufactured goods. All of these items are prominently 
displayed on supermarket shelves in the United Kingdom and continen-
tal Europe and are heavily promoted in broadcast and print advertising. 
A commitment to fair trade principles is also conspicuously advertised 
on European retailers’ Internet websites as a measure of their corporate 
social responsibility (see Tesco 2008, Sainsbury’s 2009). By 2005, the vol-
ume of fair trade sales in the developed world reached US$1.45 billion, a 
nearly fivefold increase in three years (FLO 2006: 12; FLO 2004). Sales in-
creased another 42 percent in the following year, with the leading two fair 
trade markets being the United Kingdom and Switzerland (FLO 2007: 11). 
In 2006, annual per capita sales in Britain reached US$9.19, well below 
Switzerland’s $25.67 but more than four times their per capita level in the 
United States (ibid.). Despite the still rudimentary size of the U.S. mar-
ket—a reflection of fair trade’s relatively late arrival in North America—it 
is now the fastest growing market worldwide in annual percentage terms.
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Fair Trade and Neoliberal Paradoxes

The contemporary fair trade movement rests on a deep (and perhaps 
deepening) paradox. Many consumers of fair trade goods are motivated 
by a strenuous opposition to the effects of neoliberal globalization as mea-
sured in the growing poverty and environmental damage in many regions 
of the developing world. In seeking social justice and environmental sus-
tainability, however, fair trade pursues a market-based solution to the very 
problems developing from free markets. As one recent observer notes, fair 
trade’s “voluntarist, non-statist program has been viewed by public institu-
tions and corporations as being fundamentally compatible with neoliberal 
reforms” (Fridell 2007: 21); indeed, market-based fair trade has been pro-
moted by the World Bank as an alternative to commodity control schemes 
and government-enforced labor standards (ibid.: 94). In place of legal and 
policy remedies by states on behalf of the farmers and workers who re-
side within their borders, fair trade seeks social justice by embracing the 
deregulated markets that are themselves often responsible for deepening 
poverty in rural communities. Thus, its means of accomplishing social 
justice are constrained by the structure of existing markets and the enti-
ties that dominate them, leading in many cases to fair trade’s cooptation 
by the very corporations that the movement formerly opposed.
 In summarizing the rapidly growing scholarly and advocacy literature 
on market-based fair trade, Fridell (2007) identifies three emergent (and 
often overlapping) perspectives on the phenomenon.5 Many advocates 
and sympathetic scholars have identified fair trade as a means of “alterna-
tive globalization,” or a mechanism to establish a parallel trading system 
that enhances the well-being of developing world producers by return-
ing to them a larger share of the final sale price of their goods (Rayn-
olds 2002; Fisher 2004; Taylor 2005; Jaffee 2007). The goal of alternative 
globalization is to create markets that serve the interests of both produc-
ers and consumers by setting minimal social and environmental criteria 
for internationally traded commodities. Others view fair trade as a form 
of “decommodification” in that it purports to establish a bond between 
producers and the buyers of their goods, rupturing the impersonal na-
ture of global markets and substituting values of community and solidar-
ity for capitalist competition (Lappé and Lappé 2002; Jaffee et al. 2004). 
Accordingly, much of the labeling on fair trade items is devoted to in-
formation about the communities in which particular products originate 
(often down to the specific farm and even individual responsible for their 
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production). Packaging for many goods certified by FLO for European su-
permarkets highlights the ways in which fair trade producer groups invest 
social premiums in local development projects, creating the impression 
that the consumers of such goods are themselves contributing to such ef-
forts. Finally, fair trade is viewed more modestly as a form of “shaped ad-
vantage” by which a limited number of producers enter the global market 
under more favorable terms, utilizing enhanced institutional capacity and 
marketing skills to tap into a growing niche market. Despite the move-
ment’s lofty goals of social transformation, often expressed in promotional 
literature extolling the new world of solidarity and equity created by fair 
trade producer-consumer relationships, in practice the benefits of fair 
trade have been limited to the more humble goals of shaped advantage. 
Many of the essays in this volume explore this dimension of fair trade in 
practice.
 For consumers who embrace one or more of fair trade’s transformative 
goals, its appeal, and no doubt one reason for its phenomenal growth, lies 
in its ability to engage a newfound sense of agency and identity through 
consumption. As Appadurai writes in an influential essay on global cul-
ture and economy, a defining attribute of contemporary marketing is the 
“fetishism of the consumer . . . [who] is consistently helped to believe that 
he or she is an actor, where in fact he or she is at best a chooser” (1990: 
307). Niche marketing draws on this illusion of choice by creating a mul-
tiplicity of brands and retail commodities, each superficially differentiated 
by packaging and minor product differences. Each, in turn, is targeted at 
selected demographic groups whose personal identities—including their 
political beliefs—increasingly center on the goods they consume (Klein 
2000). Lyon identifies the appeal of certified shade-grown coffee to envi-
ronmentally minded shoppers in precisely such terms, for “the dominant 
modus operandi of identity construction has become our ‘lifestyle,’ which 
we shape through our choices as sovereign consumers” (2006: 380). The 
“branding” of personal identities and beliefs through an ever-proliferating 
array of products and transitory fashions belies a continuing tendency to-
ward the consolidation of wholesale and retail markets in the hands of 
fewer and fewer corporations. From the belief that individuals transform 
their social identities through branded consumption, it is but a short logi-
cal step to the conclusion that as consumers they can also transform the 
condition of society. Such claims are widely deployed in fair trade adver-
tising, as is the case for a fair trade chocolate bar promoted with the mes-
sage that “shopping can change the world!” (Dubble 2006).
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 While many fair trade activists view their consumption choices as a 
form of alternative globalization, fair trade’s growing retail prominence 
and redemptive potential are seen as valuable opportunities by many of 
the same corporations initially opposed by the movement. The $2.2 billion 
in fair trade sales during 2006 alone (Downie 2007) represents a loss in 
potential earnings for Nestlé, Proctor and Gamble, Chiquita, Cadbury’s, 
and other global middlemen. Fair trade’s sustained 30–40 percent annual 
growth in sales since the late 1990s has attracted the attention of these and 
other companies eager to break into new markets and to rehabilitate their 
corporate images. In 2000, when fair trade remained a minuscule pres-
ence in the U.S. market and was largely limited to mail-order and Internet 
sales, Murray and Raynolds already warned that “transnational corpora-
tions [are] seeking to capture these initiatives and redefine them in ways 
that advance not progressive agendas, but their own private profits” (2000: 
73). To an extent, fair trade’s future may resemble earlier commercial ex-
ploitation of the civil rights and environmental movements: initially op-
posed by major corporations during the 1960s and ’70s, both movements 
have subsequently seen much of their rhetoric and imagery appropriated 
for marketing purposes. Yet because fair trade, unlike the civil rights and 
environmental movements, does not wield a political presence or constit-
uent community apart from the retail market, the risks associated with 
corporate cooptation are correspondingly greater. Grassroots civil rights 
and environmental activists have not been deterred in their work by the 
appropriation of movement symbols by corporations, although some or-
ganizations might be so constrained (see Dowie 1995 regarding corporate 
sponsorship of environmental groups). Should global agribusiness com-
panies come to dominate the fair trade market, however, those who advo-
cate fair trade as a mechanism to reform the world market are likely to see 
its goals changed beyond recognition. Instead of promoting social justice, 
fair trade runs the risk of becoming a niche market catering to relatively 
affluent consumers seeking commodified morality in their purchases (see 
Fridell 2003). Reluctant to surrender the tangible material gains that fair 
trade has achieved among certified producers, activists thus engage in a 
“dance with the devil” (Jaffee 2007: 199) by inviting corporate entities con-
trolling the largest segments of world commodity markets to launch fair-
trade-labeled products themselves.
 Since the 1990s, corporate attitudes toward fair trade have changed 
rapidly from antagonism to appropriation, recapitulating the way in 
which business has dealt with past adversarial social movements. In 1999, 

9780814796207_Lyon_Moberg_i_312_1_1.indd   9 4/16/10   9:36:05 AM



10 Mark Moberg and Sarah Lyon

Starbucks, the largest specialty coffee retailer in the United States, was the 
target of a boycott campaign by the human rights initiative Global Ex-
change because of its coffee-buying policies. The campaign drew attention 
to the huge disparities between Starbucks’s retail prices (between US$10 
and $12 per pound of whole coffee) and rising profit margins, on the one 
hand, and the declining price it paid Central American growers for their 
coffee beans (then about $0.30 to $0.50 per pound) (Global Exchange 
2000). Following a year of damaging informational campaigns that wid-
ened the boycott to Starbucks stores in the United Kingdom and Canada, 
the company announced that it would stock certified fair trade coffee in 
all its outlets. The resolution of the boycott left many fair trade advocates 
dissatisfied. Claiming that it lacks access to adequate supplies of fair trade 
coffee to sell it in brewed form (which makes up most of its retail sales), 
Starbucks relegates fair trade almost exclusively to sales of whole beans 
(Jaffee 2007: 200). The company’s professed inability to locate sufficient 
volumes of fair trade coffee strikes many activists as implausible (ibid.: 
200–201). As is the case for most fair trade commodities, there are sub-
stantially larger supplies of coffee grown by fair trade producers than 
there is market demand: indeed, about 80 percent of all coffee that could 
potentially be labeled as fair trade is instead sold through conventional 
channels at lower prices (Ten Thousand Villages 2007). While Starbucks 
boasts that it now imports 32 percent of the fair trade coffee entering the 
United States (Starbucks 2007), critics contend that this commitment is 
unimpressive when compared with the greater than 20 percent of the U.S. 
specialty market that the company commands (Global Exchange 2007). 
Notwithstanding persisting concerns within the movement about com-
pany policies, Starbucks has publicly recrafted its image from being an 
adversary of fair trade to becoming a supporter of it. Starbucks’s annual 
report extols the decision to stock fair trade coffee “as one of the ways 
we demonstrate our commitment to smallholder farms, and work to sus-
tain coffee farms. Starbucks and the Fair Trade movement share com-
mon goals—to ensure that farmers receive an equitable price for their 
coffee” (Starbucks 2007). Despite such claims, seven years after the end 
of the Global Exchange boycott, fair trade made up only 3.7 percent of 
Starbucks’s coffee sales, less than fair trade’s overall percentage share of 
the U.S. specialty market (Grant 2007). Nor is there any evidence that 
Starbucks’s rhetorical embrace of fair trade has altered its other internal 
policies. While the company flaunts its reputation for social responsibility 
through fair trade, it also aggressively fights unionization efforts among 
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its own employees, a right that, ironically, is guaranteed to Starbucks’s fair 
trade coffee suppliers in the developing world (Jaffee 2007: 206).
 This strategy of reaping public-relations benefits by incorporating a 
single fair trade item into a much wider line of products has been seized 
on by other global corporations. In 2004, Proctor and Gamble, the larg-
est coffee distributor in the United States, announced that its specialty 
Millstone brand would include a certified fair trade selection. Constitut-
ing minuscule sales compared to the company’s Folgers label, Millstone’s 
fair trade offering allowed Proctor and Gamble to adopt a mantle of so-
cial responsibility without altering the way it purchases the large majority 
of its coffee. By 2007, McDonald’s and Dunkin’ Donuts announced plans 
to serve fair trade coffee in their stores on the U.S. East Coast, and even 
Sam’s Club, the warehouse chain of Wal-Mart, had introduced its own 
brand of fair trade coffee (Downie 2007) and flowers (Ziegler, chap. 4, this 
volume). Other companies have adopted fair trade labels only after, like 
Starbucks, they had earlier vowed not to bow to pressure from fair trade 
advocates. Cadbury’s, one of the world’s largest chocolate manufacturers, 
responding to criticisms that it relied on repressive human rights climates 
in West Africa to source cacao below growers’ costs of production, an-
grily asserted, “all our . . . chocolate products are produced fairly” (Tif-
fin 2002: 390). As criticism persisted, however, the company introduced a 
fair trade chocolate bar produced with Belizean cacao. While conferring 
fair trade respectability on a minute segment of the company’s sales, the 
decision did not entail any change in Cadbury’s supply or labor policies 
elsewhere. Few corporations have so audaciously redefined themselves 
with respect to fair trade as the Swiss multinational Nestlé, which controls 
significant shares of the world’s coffee and cacao markets. Targeted by a 
consumer boycott over three decades for its marketing of infant formula 
in the developing world, the company has also acquired a reputation for 
labor repression in its Latin American and African divisions. Nestlé has 
adamantly refused to reform its marketing, labor, and pricing practices 
and has dismissed complaints about sourcing policies for its chocolate 
with the claim that “all Nestlé cocoa is fairly traded” (Tiffin 2002: 390). 
For more than ten years, the company opposed all fair trade initiatives in 
coffee as unwarranted violations of “free-trade policies” (O’Nions 2006). 
In 2005, Nestlé abruptly ceased its rhetorical battle with fair trade and 
introduced its Partners’ Blend freeze-dried coffee into UK supermarkets. 
Partners’ Blend is identified on its label as “coffee that helps farmers, 
their communities, and the environment.” Out of more than eighty-five 
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hundred products marketed by Nestlé, it is the only one certified to carry 
FLO’s fair trade logo.
 FLO’s certification of a Nestlé product prompted angry exchanges 
within the European fair trade movement. A spokesperson for the UK-
based Fairtrade Foundation (itself affiliated with FLO) praised the deci-
sion as “a turning point. . . . Here is a major multinational listening to 
people and giving them what they want—a fair trade product” (quoted 
in O’Nions 2006). Others perceive more than a trace of irony in FLO’s 
certification of Partners’ Blend. Because Nestlé’s control of much of the 
global coffee industry has enabled it to force down producer prices, the 
company is widely believed to be responsible for the misery that made 
fair trade necessary in the first place. The UK-based World Development 
Movement responded to Partners’ Blend with a challenge: “If Nestlé really 
believes in fair trade coffee, it will alter its business practices and lobby-
ing strategies and radically overhaul its business to ensure that all coffee 
farmers get a fair return for their efforts. Until then, Nestlé will remain 
part of the problem, not the solution” (quoted in O’Nions 2006). Short of 
such measures, many critics feel that to certify a single product without 
reference to a company’s wider behavior allows corporations with abysmal 
environmental and labor records to redeem themselves in the eyes of con-
sumers cheaply while leaving most of their business practices unchanged. 
Consumer surveys indicate that FLO’s fair trade logo and principles are 
recognized by about half of all UK consumers, but most respondents mis-
takenly believe that FLO certification extends not to producers of indi-
vidual goods but to the companies that package and retail them (O’Nions 
2006.). Such buyers may indeed assume that global corporations such as 
Nestlé have been certified as “ethical” by FLO, despite the fact that just 
one-tenth of one percent of the coffee sold by the company is acquired 
through fair trade channels.
 FLO’s decision to certify Partners’ Blend points to a developing rift 
within the fair trade movement. Some segments of the movement, in-
cluding representatives of TransFair, a FLO affiliate and the largest U.S.-
based ATO, welcome the new marketing opportunities arising from the 
desire of multinational corporations to acquire a socially responsible 
image through some fair trade sourcing. Many activists outside the or-
ganization consider this view of fair trade as simply a niche market to 
be a betrayal of the movement’s original intention to reform the whole 
global trading system. Following intense debate over these positions at 
the 2005 Fair Trade Futures Conference in Chicago, several groups broke 
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away from TransFair to establish certifying ATOs of their own. Dean Cy-
con, founder of Dean’s Beans Coffee, argued against a fair trade system 
dominated by multinational corporations in the following terms: “Is the 
goal of fair trade to have every roaster use five percent fair trade coffee, 
thereby dooming the other 95 percent of farmers to deepening debt? Or, 
is the goal to transform the world coffee market into a more just system 
of trade?” (quoted in Caldwell and Bacon 2006). Indeed, the former ap-
proach, which appears to be the emerging model, suggests another para-
dox in the fair trade movement, one that would be predicted from the 
classical economic models that inform neoliberalism. By stimulating the 
production of traditional exports, such as coffee, cacao, and bananas, fair 
trade may well contribute to the glut of such commodities on world mar-
kets. Ironically, this would depress prices for the large majority of grow-
ers lacking access to fair trade networks (Economist 2006). The demand 
for fair trade coffee, currently the most widely sold certified commodity, 
remains insufficient to absorb supplies on a glutted world market: FLO 
estimates that the capacity of producers worldwide who could meet certi-
fication standards is roughly seven times the current volume exported via 
fair trade channels (Murray et al. 2006).

The Organization of This Volume:  
Fair Trade in Discourse and Practice

In recent years, poststructuralists in anthropology and other disciplines 
have characterized the “development encounter” as a form of hegemonic 
discourse originating in powerful institutions (e.g., the U.S. Agency for 
International Development or the World Bank) whose policies seek to 
reshape the cultures and economies of the postcolonial world (Ferguson 
1994; Escobar 1995). Designed to re-create formerly colonized societies 
in the image of the now-industrialized countries, development from this 
perspective is seen as an imposition of Western assumptions that privilege 
scientific rationality over local knowledge and cultural traditions, not to 
mention over the desires of development “recipients” themselves. Illumi-
nating as it may be to examine the ideological underpinnings of develop-
ment through consideration of institutional policies and rhetoric, anthro-
pologists whose research has centered on the “development encounter” it-
self point out limitations when this view is applied to the outcome of such 
projects (Mosse 1997; Woost 1997; Rossi 2006). A discursive approach 
can elucidate the means by which powerful institutions legitimate their 
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actions to state sponsors and the broader public, but it offers little insight 
into the factional struggles waged within states, development institutions, 
and NGOs that determine how (or whether) those practices are put in 
place (Mosse 2004: 644). Indeed, by rendering development as a largely 
monolithic enterprise, discursive approaches betray at best a partial un-
derstanding of both decolonizing states and the workings of development 
agencies (see Grillo 1997: 20ff.), in turn precluding an appreciation of the 
contested nature of institutional policies and their implementation (Mosse 
and Lewis 2006: 4–5). “While [development knowledge] may function he-
gemonically,” Gardner observes from her study of one such project, “it is 
also created and recreated by multiple agents, who often have very differ-
ent understandings of their work” (1997: 134). Finally, and perhaps most 
seriously, discursive approaches do little to illuminate how the intended 
beneficiaries of development practices in the Global South interpret, ac-
commodate, or resist these policies; nor do they explain why development 
programs yield results so often at variance with the discourse on which 
they are based (Little and Painter 1995: 605). It is here that the ethno-
graphic imperative—rooted in the fine-grained documentation of com-
munities and regions affected by institutional power, state policies, and 
markets—provides a more powerful insight into development in practice.
 Not unlike discursive analyses of development, much that has been 
written of the fair trade movement has taken as its point of departure the 
language of fair trade advocates in the now-developed world. This dis-
course draws heavily from the “alternative globalization” and “decom-
modification” models elucidated by Fridell (2007), that is, those segments 
of the movement that challenge the free-market assumptions of neoliber-
alism and the impersonal nature of market-based relationships. Thus, fair 
trade advocates claim that the movement challenges processes “that de-
value and exploit disadvantaged peoples and the environment” and aims 
to “re-embed commodity circuits within ecological and social relations” 
(Raynolds 2000: 298). It is seen as a means by which solidarity and mu-
tual respect are created between regions, substituting these values for cap-
italist motives of competition and profit maximization (see Hudson and 
Hudson 2003; Fisher 2004). The ideological basis of fair trade has been 
identified as one of “moral economy” (Luetchford 2008: 152), much as 
Thompson (1971) and Scott (1976) described peasant resistance to the cor-
rosive effects of markets on traditional livelihoods and social obligations. 
The movement is premised, Fridell writes, on nothing less than “a mixture 
of traditional and contemporary Christian values, the liberal human and 
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labor rights embodied in the conventions of the International Labor Or-
ganization and the UN, and a radical interpretation of the Enlightenment 
values of social justice” (2007: 285). For all the value-laden, indeed moral, 
discourse surrounding fair trade advocacy, however, comparatively little 
attention has been paid to the processes by which these values are to be 
established among fair trade producers and consumers. What is needed 
to complement this discourse—most of which arises from the retail end 
of the commodity chain and among those promoting fair trade in the de-
veloped countries—is an ethnographically grounded examination of how 
fair trade operates in practice. Does it in fact attain the goals of social jus-
tice and environmental sustainability that fair trade advocates identify as 
the movement’s central premises? Does it create the kind of transparent, 
reciprocal relationships between producers and consumers described in 
much fair trade advocacy? What are the practical limits of certification-
dependent strategies within a neoliberal context in which many states 
have abandoned their regulatory role? Do the producers’ organizations 
required of fair trade participants operate in the democratic, gender-in-
clusive fashion spelled out as a condition of certification? And finally, as 
discursive approaches to development might ask, to what extent does fair 
trade certification operate as a means of governance and control rather 
than a mechanism of economic and social emancipation?
 Spanning both the developed and developing worlds and an array of 
“fairly traded” commodities, the ten case studies in this book juxtapose 
fair trade in practice with the advocacy on which the movement is based. 
We have organized the chapters around three broad themes emerging 
from the discourse of fair trade and the producer-consumer relationships 
established under certification. Each of these parts, in turn, is preceded 
by a short introduction examining how our contributors approach these 
themes. The first part, “Global Markets and Local Realities,” involves 
four ethnographic explorations of how fair trade actually operates on the 
ground in different commodity systems—coffee, bananas, tea, and cut 
flowers. These commodities entail vastly differing production arrange-
ments, ranging from small-scale household-based farming (Moberg’s 
study of St. Lucian banana growers), to a mix of small-scale farms and 
larger entities operated with wage labor (Smith’s exploration of the spe-
cialty coffee market), to plantation-based producers (Besky’s study of 
Indian tea production), and finally highly capitalized commercial farms 
(Ziegler’s examination of the cut flower market). Each of these case studies 
reveals in distinctive ways how disparities persist between the profound 
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social transformations that fair trade promotes in its public advocacy and 
the modest (or, in some instances, nonexistent) material improvements 
that it has attained for certified producers.
 A second group of case studies is organized around the theme of “Ne-
gotiating Difference and Identity in Fair Trade Markets.” In addition to 
redefining producer-consumer relationships, fair trade’s certification stan-
dards have prioritized gender equality, community empowerment, and 
democratic participation within producer groups. Lyon’s study of a Guate-
malan coffee cooperative and Dolan’s examination of Kenyan tea produc-
ers both raise questions about fair trade’s ability to secure gender equity 
in a context of longstanding patriarchal domestic and economic arrange-
ments. Ethnic identity forms the focus of Wilson’s study of Ecuadorian 
craft producers, who either gain or are denied access to a lucrative fair 
trade market according to their ability to deploy “acceptably indigenous” 
behaviors. These case studies point to the continuing asymmetries in 
power between commodity producers and those who procure their goods 
for fair trade distribution. In Foucauldian terms, they suggest that the 
emancipatory discourses of fair trade entail systems of governance that 
operate by alternately benefiting or withholding benefits from those who 
are subject to them.
 The final three chapters explore alternative trade from the vantage point 
of consumption and its meanings, embracing the theme of “Relationships 
and Consumption in Fair Trade Markets and Alternative Economies.” Al-
though the number of certified fair trade commodities has expanded dra-
matically in recent years, most goods remain entirely outside fair trade 
networks, notwithstanding great inequities involved in their production 
and sale. Papavasiliou’s study of an alternative currency system in Ithaca, 
New York, suggests a direct counterpart to transnational alternative trade 
that seeks greater justice and strengthened bonds between producers and 
consumers. Like fair trade, however, the vast majority of commodities and 
exchanges in Ithaca remain outside the sphere of circulation of the city’s 
alternative currency. Doane’s examination of “relationship coffees” reveals 
how the meanings that roasters and consumers in North America impute 
to fair trade relationships are rarely shared among Mexican fair trade cof-
fee producers themselves, again illustrating a gulf between the ways fair 
trade advocates and producers conceptualize the new trading system. Fi-
nally, M’Closkey demonstrates that the marketing of textiles on fair trade 
Internet sites has served to impoverish Navajo weavers whose designs are 
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appropriated by lower-cost craft producers elsewhere, promoting the very 
“race to the bottom” that the movement was intended to challenge.
 Emerging from all three sets of case studies in this volume are a num-
ber of conclusions regarding the local impact of fair trade networks and 
certification. Clearly, fair trade has provided measurable and in some 
cases significant economic benefits to small-scale household-based farm-
ers with access to alternative markets. Because most producers of any 
given commodity lack such access, however, the differential distribution 
of higher fair trade prices is likely to result in heightened economic dis-
parities within producer communities. Hence, prior constraints—whether 
personal or political, tenurial or agronomic—that limit the access of some 
producers to fair trade markets may well become the basis of growing lo-
cal stratification. Besky’s and Ziegler’s studies of plantation-based produc-
tion systems reveal that fair trade’s benefits to wageworkers are far less 
evident and are probably inferior to what could be gained through greater 
state regulation. Although fair trade advocates claim to transform rela-
tionships among producers themselves, a closer examination reveals that 
in many ways they remain unchanged. Where women retain a significant 
role in export production and are often farm owners in their own right, 
as in St. Lucia, they have been able to take advantage of the benefits of 
fair trade markets at levels comparable to their male counterparts. Where 
more entrenched patriarchal traditions prevail, as in Guatemala and Ke-
nya, fair trade’s rhetorical commitment to gender equality appears to have 
largely failed to ameliorate the subordination of women within the public 
and domestic spheres, not to mention their role in production and mar-
keting. Finally, these case studies reveal that the fair trade movement is 
failing to realize its most fundamental goal—the radical transformation 
of producer-consumer relationships through the elimination of exploit-
ative middlemen. While fair trade advocates claim that it fosters greater 
equity and mutual respect, in reality this alternative market has created 
a new category of middlemen, foreign ATOs and certifiers. While pro-
ducers may no longer suffer under the weight of coffee coyotes and other 
market middlemen, the case studies demonstrate that ATOs and certifiers 
exert equal power through their ability to extend fair trade market ac-
cess and its attendant benefits to some producers while withholding them 
from others.
 In Jane Henrici’s concluding assessment, she steps back from the par-
ticulars of these case studies to outline a broader path toward a more 
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equitable exchange system at both the global and local levels, one that 
would move beyond neoliberal conceptions of private governance. At 
present, she notes, trading rights supersede human rights in virtually all 
corners of the contemporary global economy. The right to make a profit 
takes precedence within most nation-states over other rights, such as the 
values of social justice and environmental sustainability endorsed by the 
fair trade movement. Henrici argues that those who sympathize with the 
goals of alternative trade need to articulate a set of universal trading rights, 
analogous and perhaps related to those of human rights as expressed in 
the charters of various multinational organizations. The challenge emerg-
ing from these case studies is to discover the common values on which 
to base our exchanges and thereby to make all of them more economi-
cally equitable as well as socially just. In the process, Henrici contends, we 
may reprivilege ourselves and our communities over the commodities we 
consume.

N o t e s

 1. By neoliberalism we mean doctrines or policies that accord the market rather than 
the state the main role in satisfying economic and other needs (see for example Edelman 
and Haugerud 2005).
 2. Many fair trade advocates claim that the “free market” rhetoric employed by gov-
ernments of the developed countries is essentially hypocritical. They note that such gov-
ernments use multilateral agencies such as the IMF and WTO to impose a removal of 
subsidies in developing countries while retaining protectionist measures for their own 
economies (Lappé and Lappé 2002; Stiglitz 2002). Hence, governments of the developed 
North subsidize their agricultural sectors by an estimated one billion dollars daily, then 
dump much of their surpluses at low prices on deregulated markets in the global South, 
to the detriment of local producers (Fridell 2007: 92).
 3. The ICA imposed export quotas and regulated coffee supplies on global markets 
to provide a price floor that covered most producers’ costs of production. It collapsed 
in 1989 after the U.S. delegation to the agreement insisted on free-market reforms. The 
Lomé Convention regulated the importation of agricultural goods into the European 
market, imposing tariffs and quotas to protect export prices for items produced by coun-
tries that are former African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) colonies of Europe. Many of 
these provisions were renegotiated following the creation of the Single European Mar-
ket in 1993, while others, notably provisions protecting ACP banana producers, were 
challenged by the United States in the World Trade Organization (Clegg 2002; Josling 
2003).
 4. As we show in the cases of shade-grown coffee (Lyon 2006: 384) and fair trade 
bananas (Moberg 2005: 11), the environmental requirements of certification as mandated 
by ATOs in the developed North frequently strike producers in the developing world as 
inappropriate or irrational.
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 5. Similarly, Jaffee (2007: 26ff) distinguishes between segments of the fair trade move-
ment who view it as a “market-breaking,” a “market reform,” or a “market access” mech-
anism, with each segment staking different ideological positions with regard to participa-
tion in existing global markets and the corporations that dominate them.
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