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We've already talked a fair amount during this sequence about exploitation. It's come up several times,

and it's a common word that pops up when we're talking about bioethics.

However, we haven't actually taken the time to think carefully about what exploitation is. And it's actually

quite a tricky concept. Philosophers have spent a lot of time trying to figure out just what we mean when

we call a situation "exploitative" or say that somebody's being "exploited."

In the broadest sense, "exploitation" means taking unfair advantage of someone. But that's not specific

enough. "Exploitation" is a specific genre or subspecies of taking unfair advantage. For instance, we

don't typically call a situation "exploitative" or say that somebody's being "exploited" if they're being

directly coerced.

So if I take advantage of you by holding a gun to your head and forcing you to do something or by

obtaining so much psychological control over you that you have to do what I say and can't think for

yourself anymore, that's not really what we mean by "exploitation." It's built into the notion of

exploitation that the person being exploited still does have a choice. So you have a situation where the

person who's being exploited still is serving as a chooser, still is choosing what to do, but the choices

have been rigged in advance by the exploiter so that those choices are really not what they ought to be.

And we have to add in the following crucial element-- furthermore, that poor choice situation for the one

who's being exploited has to be to the direct advantage of the one who's doing the exploiting, who is

going to benefit from the choices that the exploited person makes under that situation. In other words,

you're setting up the situation so that they're choosing among options, but the options that they're

choosing among constitute an injustice to them.

In order to make this a little bit less abstract, let me give you a few classic examples. You might, for

instance, have people who are refugees or illegal immigrants from a country where the conditions in the

home country are very, very terrible and poor. And if they have to go back to that home country it's

going to be a disaster. And you may want to take advantage of the fact that they're labor is available

more cheaply than the labor of citizens would be. And so you offer them a choice between extremely

low wages that barely constitute a living wage or reporting them and having them sent back to their

home country.
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In that situation they are making a choice. And indeed, by choosing to work for low wages, they may

well be better off than they would have been if you had never come along and offered them that choice.

All the same, you're taking advantage of the fact that they're in a position where you can offer them

poor choices-- choices that are worse than they ought to have available to them-- and reap the benefits

of those choices.

Another good example is if we have a society in which the only way that women can find social and

economic safety is by entering into a very unequal kind of marriage where they give over almost all of

their power to their husbands and assume a very limited traditional gender role. It is, in some sense, up

to them whether they want to enter into these subservient marriages or remain single.

But when the situation has been set up so that the only choices they have available to them are a great

deal of social and economic risk, on the one hand, or a subservient and limited marriage on the other

hand, we've given them an exploitative choice. It's important to notice that a situation can be

"exploitative" even when the person who's being exploited ends up better off than they would have

been if none of this had happened. It may well be that the immigrant who's receiving terribly low wages

is better off than they would have been if they'd receive no wages at all or if they hadn't had this job

offered to them. That doesn't mean it's not "exploitative." That doesn't mean that the person offering

the low wages isn't benefiting from the fact that he can offer particularly poor choices to this person and

they will agree to it.
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