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Fair Trade 

Fair Trade is an international movement for social and environment justice that 

develops alternative economic spaces of production, trade, retailing and consumption. 

The relevance of Fair Trade for political theorizing is threefold: it draws attention to 

the materials around which political contention and mobilization are generated; it 

challenges assumptions that citizenship and consumerism are opposed principles of 

action and identification; and it challenges assumptions political responsibility can or 

should be contained within national boundaries, or that citizenly acts can or should 

only be directed against the state.  

The goals of the Fair Trade movement include improving the livelihoods and well-

being of small producers; promoting development opportunities for disadvantaged 

groups of producers, in particular women and indigenous peoples; raising awareness 

amongst consumers of the negative effects of patterns of international trade on 

producers in the Global South; campaigning for changes in the regulatory regimes 

governing international trade; and the protection and promotion of human rights. The 

international Fair Trade movement consists of certification agencies, producer 

organizations and co-operatives, trading networks, and retailers.  

The Fair Trade movement began to develop internationally in the 1980s, with the 

launch of ‘Fairtrade’ labeling in various national contexts, and in the 1990s the 



emergence of international umbrella organizations establishing worldwide standards 

of labeling and certification. The growth of markets for Fair Trade products has been 

associated with the development of new forms of collective, organized political action 

that focus on questions of poverty, sustainability, and justice, and which takes states, 

international agencies, and multinational corporations as objects of contention. Most 

research on fair trade focuses on the impacts of initiatives on producer communities, 

assessing the degree to which goals of enhancing democracy, empowerment, 

inclusion, participation and sustainability are achieved in practice. And far from being 

faceless, placeless consumers, Fair Trade encourages people to engage in various 

forms of social action as members of collectives such as church communities, schools, 

and cities and towns.  

 

Fair Trade presents challenges for political theorizing in three areas. First, it draws 

attention to the importance of the materials around which political contention and 

mobilization can be generated. Fair Trade has focused primarily on particular types of 

food products, such as coffee, bananas, and chocolate. As it has extended to other 

commodities, such as cotton, the movement has had to develop new strategies and 

enroll new actors into extensive networks of campaigning and regulation. The growth 

of Fair Trade also generates tensions between different material interests that shape 

the ongoing development of this movement: between the commitment to small-scale, 

democratic control over production and the mainstreaming of Fair Trade into 

corporate retailing; between the cooperative principles of the Fair Trade movement 

with the principles of international labour union movements; and between the global 

scope of Fair Trade and the autarchic, localist imaginaries of the organic food and 

slow food movements. These tensions draw into view the second key issue that Fair 



Trade raises for political theorizing. Fair Trade challenges long-standing assumptions 

that citizenship and consumerism are opposed principles of action and identification. 

Fair Trade is an example of the phenomena theorized by political scientists as 

political consumerism. It illustrates the ways in which repertoires of consumerism can 

be creatively deployed for explicitly political goals of social justice and participation. 

Thirdly, Fair Trade challenges taken-for-granted assumptions that relationships of 

political responsibility can or should be contained within national boundaries, or that 

citizenly acts can or should only be directed against the state. Fair Trade illustrates the 

emergence of new forms of transnational political solidarity based on ethical 

commitments; supports activism that is often directed towards non-state actors such as 

multinational corporations; and uses of innovative technologies such as labeling, 

certification, and the repertoires of popular entertainment. In each case, it is an 

example of emergent forms of ‘global deliberative politics’ that is reshaping 

understandings of the objects, mediums, and agents of political action.  
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See also global civil society, global justice, globalization, social movements.  
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