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1 	 Introduction 

Fish is the second most valuable crop in Bangladesh, which contributes to the national income 

and food security of Bangladesh (DoF, 2022). Over time, Bangladesh has proved its fisheries 

potential due to its endowed vast marine and brackish water resources. Therefore, Fishery is an 

important renewable resource in Bangladesh (Islam et al., 2014), and the expansion of shrimp 

farming in Bangladesh has been expanding rapidly following huge demand in the international 

market (Muzareba & Khondkar, 2019). Bangladesh started its shrimp culture primarily in the 

Satkhira district in the 1960s, which was later expanded to the coastal districts of Khulna, 

Bagerhat, Cox’s Bazar, and Chattogram in the following decades (Naureen et al., 2006, p.186). 

Over the last 18 years, total shrimp and prawn production has increased, and shrimp have 

become one of the major export items in Bangladesh (DoF, 2020). Most of the farmed shrimp 

is exported, of which 96 % of Bagda (brackish water) shrimp and 90 % of Golda (freshwater) 

prawn production occurs at the farm level (DoF, 2022), and its production rate has increased by 

79 % between 2009–10 and 2020–21 (Kabir et al., 2023, p. 13). 

The Bangladeshi shrimp industry has changed over time due to the demand for cheap shrimp 

in Western countries. Therefore, to attract the international market, companies are inclined 

to reduce labor costs, seeking to increase their flexibility in production, which has adverse 

effects on people in lower segments of the supply chain (EJF, 2014). With their socio-economic 

vulnerability, the majority (90 %) of the unregistered people in the shrimp supply chain are 

susceptible to labor and human rights abuses (ibid.). Several studies have flagged the issue of 

significant concerns regarding the shrimp supply chain and labor practices within the industry. 

Therefore, this study seeks to explore the shrimp industry’s economic success, focusing on the 

manifestation of exploitation of the people of lower segments of the supply chain. The shrimp 

industry encompasses substandard or exploitative working conditions and forced labor as 

defined by the International Labour Organization at all stages of the supply chain (ibid.). 

This study upholds different dimensions of exploitation to unveil the systemic inequalities that 

pervade the shrimp farming industry of Bangladesh, particularly in the Khulna region. The 

objective of this study is to document instances of exploitation in the shrimp industry, but to 

analyze them within the broader context of racism and capital accumulation that facilitate such 

exploitation. The research question of this paper is “How does exploitation manifest in the 

shrimp cultivation industry?” which has been addressed through the identification of different 

forms of exploitation present in the industry and understanding the factors contributing to 

these practices. Therefore, the paper is titled “Revealing Exploitation in the Shrimp Cultivation 

Industry of Bangladesh.” The findings of the study have been analyzed within the framework of 

racial capitalism, which aims to offer insights into how economic systems, underpinned by local 

socio-economic conditions and profit accumulation, perpetuate labor exploitation. 
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This paper is divided into six sections. The first section provides an introduction and back-

ground information about the shrimp cultivation industry in Bangladesh and issues of systemic 

exploitation. The conceptual background is delineated in the second section of the paper, where 

the theoretical framework and literature review are expounded. In section three, research 

methodology is presented, which outlines how the study is conducted, followed by section four 

on findings. In the findings section, empirical data are presented with thematic coding. Then, 

based on empirical data and conceptual background, a comprehensive discussion is portrayed in 

section five, followed by a compact conclusion of the paper presented in section six. 

Baghda, Tiger Prawn Fry Collection
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2 	 �Conceptual Background 

2.1 Theoretical Framework

Cedric J. Robinson popularized the concept of Racial Capitalism in his book “Black Marxism: 

The Making of the Black Radical Tradition,” which was published in 1983 and revised in 2020. 

Robinson criticizes the traditional Marxist analysis of capitalism and states that the develop-

ment of world capitalism was influenced by the particularistic forces of racism and national-

ism, which were deeply rooted in the social, psychological, and cultural fabric of racism and 

nationalism even before capitalism emerged. Robinson argues that capitalism did not simply 

emerge by replacing feudal economic structures. Although the shift in the economic structures 

of non-capitalist Europe towards a capitalist mode of production and exchange was a key pro-

cess, the first appearance of capitalism in 15th century was influenced by other dynamics such 

as the social, cultural, political, and ideological structures of European feudalism. Historically, 

European Civilization in the medieval Europe passed with few disjunctions from the feudal mode 

of production to the capitalist mode of production. However, from the very beginning, the Euro-

pean Civilization was racially stratified, tribal and regionally fragmented, linguistically divided, 

and structured through antagonistic differences. Therefore, Robinson argues that capitalism 

is not a sudden shift from feudalism but rather a historical and structural process in which the 

pre-existing racial, tribal and regional antagonisms of European societies were carried into 

capitalism. Robinson theorises these two conditions as ‘racial capitalism’ (Robinson, [1983 

(2020)], p. 10). Echoing Robinson, Robin D. G. Kelley points out that “capitalism did not break 

from the old order; it simply evolved from it to produce a modern system of ‘racial capitalism’ 

dependent on slavery, violence, imperialism, and genocide.1” 

Robinson upholds Europe’s formation, which was influenced by the diverse peoples known as 

“barbarians,” who were excluded from Roman civilization and assimilated into the European 

societies as a primary slave labor force. So, the emergence of European civilization was also 

marked by antagonistic differences like racial, tribal, linguistic, and regional particularities. Then, 

the emergence of the first bourgeoisie, comprised of mobile merchants, in medieval Europe made 

a change in social and economic dynamics, facilitating the development of capitalism through 

trade, industrialization, and urbanization. Citing Henri Pirenne, Robinson underscores the emer-

gence of the modern bourgeoisie in Europe during the sixteenth century. The modern bourgeoisie 

focused on industrial capitalism by expanding its wealth and influencing globally through coloni-

zation and the exploitation of non-European peoples (Robinson, [1983 (2020)], pp. 18–20). 

1	 Robinson, C. J. ([1983] 2020): Black Marxism. The Making of the Black Radical Tradition. Revised and Updated 
Third Edition. Penguin Classics (Foreword by Robin D. G. Kelley: Why Black Marxism? Why Now? xi-xxxiii).
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Robinson ([1983 (2020)], p.21) also provides an analysis of lower groups who were subordinated 

to the ruling class. These groups consisted of peasants, laborers, serfs, slaves, vagabonds, and 

beggars, who faced exploitation and marginalization within the developed capitalist system, 

often through the myth of the Aryan, or Nordic, superiority (Robinson, [1983 (2020)], pp.26–27). 

Robinson sees the impact of Western civilization through the lens of racial domination and 

exploitation, where the bourgeoisie steered capitalist expansion, often over ethnic and cultural 

groups. With the expansion of capitalism, regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences 

expanded, which led to the differentiation and racialization of societies. During the emergence 

of modern Europe, the rise of nationalism along with the ideologies of racial superiority further 

established divisions within European societies, leading to the global establishment of racial 

capitalism. Racialism was sustained as an enduring principle of European social order, influenc-

ing various strata of society, involving the extraction of resources and labor from non-Western 

peoples, and reinforcing economic and racial inequalities on a global scale (Robinson, [1983 

(2020)], pp. 24, 26–28).

Robinson’s explanation reveals how racial oppression has been a core of the development of 

the capitalist system, as the racial and colonial exploitation consolidated the bourgeoisie’s 

power to maintain the social hierarchies. Therefore, Robinson emphasizes integrating race into 

the understanding of capitalism to fully grasp its complexities and injustices, like the exploita-

tion of marginalized poor people.

Citing Robinson, Julian Go (2021) states that it cannot be said that capitalism was built on prior 

racial differences; rather, capitalism served to racialize the preexisting ethnic division of labor. 

Racism was a part of modern capitalism, not its precursor. Therefore, turning religious, cul-

tural, or linguistic differences into “racial” ones was a means to legitimize its new exploitative 

structure (Go, 2020, p. 41). Rejecting Walzer’s (2020) criticism of racial capitalism as ambig-

uous and limited (Walzer, 2020), Go (2021) supports DuBois’s (1935) idea of race on a global 

scale and states that race and capitalism are intertwined and depend upon racial hierarchies 

(DuBois, 1935). As Capitalism necessarily entails relations of exploitation and expropriation, it 

supports each other (Fraser, 2018, p. 27). Exploitation indicates the extraction of value from 

“free subjects” through wage labor; however, expropriation extracts value from racialized 

“dependent subjects” and is what enables exploitation to happen in the first place (Go, 2021, 

p. 43). Therefore, expropriation is a background condition for the exploitation of workers 

(Fraser 2018, p. 38), and thus capitalism is logically dependent upon racism (ibid.).
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Nancy Fraser (2016) expands the conceptual understanding of capitalism that includes both 

exploitation and appropriation in her article “Expropriation and Exploitation in Racialized 

Capitalism: A Reply to Michael Dawson” and elucidates capitalism’s entanglement with racial 

oppression. She debates over the traditional views of capitalism that only emphasize the 

exploitation of wage labor but fail to account for the system’s entanglement with racial oppres-

sion. Fraser proposes that capitalism is a process through which labor, land, and resources 

are appropriated without fair compensation, often driven by racial and political subjugation. 

Through this framework, Fraser upholds how capitalism relies not only on the exploitation 

of workers in a wage-labor system but also on the expropriation of unfree, dependent labor 

of racialized and marginalized people. This framework highlights the structural mechanism 

through which racial hierarchies are maintained and reproduced within capitalist societies. This 

perspective provides a critical lens for understanding how specific socio-economic conditions 

perpetuate labor exploitation through racialized domination and inequality (Fraser, 2016). 

Therefore, Fraser’s perspective is pivotal in examining the systemic roots of exploitation within 

the shrimp cultivation industry of Bangladesh that highlight the complex interplay of economic 

practices and racial oppression. 

Based on the work on the garment industry, Wegemer and Hinze (2013) present that Supply 

chains fluidly shift to follow the lowest costs, and their disaggregated profit motive triggers 

an acceleration of the “race to the bottom,” resulting in unnecessary crises in the lives of the 

workers or those who belong to the bottom of the supply chain. By “race to the bottom,” they 

mean that the economically disadvantaged party must flexibly accommodate the demands of 

the more powerful party; for instance, brands / buyers are subordinate to retailers, and con-

tract factories / suppliers are subordinate to brands. They express that exploitative conditions 

at the bottom can threaten the physical security and political / economic stability of those at 

the top (Wegemer and Hinze, 2013).

Boats of Fry Collectors
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2.2 Literature Review

Different literature upholds how the shrimp supply chain operates in Bangladesh, and some indi-

cate that the shrimp supply chain is the centre of exploitation of labours and vulnerable people 

associated with the business. Therefore, it is important to know the layers of this supply chain. 

Shrimp Supply Chain

A study by Willem van der Pijl (2014) upholds the supply chain component of the Standards 

and Trade Development Facility (STDF) project implemented by FAO. This study upholds that 

the Shrimp supply chain in Southwest Bangladesh is dominated by many middlemen, including 

Faria2, Aratdar3, depots4, Paiker5, and accountholders6 (van der Pijl, 2014). To understand each 

segment of the supply chain picturized by van der Pijl, it is important to know the responsibility 

of each actor. 

At the bottom of the supply chain are some 

small-scale farmers who are the owners of 

gher7. In the second lowest position belongs 

Faria, who is a small-scale trader pivotal in the 

supply chain, providing convenience for farm-

ers in remote areas. However, he is accused 

of malpractices and adulteration, posing 

challenges for factories due to the manipu-

lation of raw material weights. Then, Aratdar 
is the facilitator who does the auctioning 

process at privately owned Arat / cata, offering 

farmers better prices compared to selling to 

Faria or depots. Aratdars are also accused 

of malpractices, resulting in farmers not 

receiving maximum prices for their products. 

2	 Farias are small-scale traders who visit small farms at the time of harvest to purchase, transport,  
and sell small volumes of shrimp and prawn directly or indirectly (through an aratdar) to depots or paiker. 
They often do business in their own communities; however, they sometimes also work in more distant areas 
(van der Pijl, 2014, p. 9).

3	 Arats are privately owned auction places where the owner of the place rents out space to the  
businessman as arotdars who facilitate the auctioning process (van der Pijl, 2014, p. 10).

4	 Depots serve as centralized hubs where supplies are gathered and consolidated  
for further distribution (van der Pijl, 2014, p. 10).

5	 Paikers are wholesalers who operate with a license but without a shop and purchase shrimp from aratdar  
and depots and transport and sell it to factories through accountholders (van der Pijl, 2014, p. 11).

6	 The account holders are the bankers in the shrimp supply chain. They are one of the key stakeholders in the 
financial system in this sector.  Every factory provides several large depots with an account through which 
payments are carried out. Large depots, mostly in Khulna (a District in Bangladesh), have multiple accounts 
and can choose which factories they supply (van der Pijl, 2014, p. 11).

7	 Gher is a polder, which is larger than a pond (Muzareba & Khondkar, 2019, p. 49, footnote 7)

Depot

Accountholder

Conventional Supply Chain (min 90 % of supply)

Small-scale
Farmer

Faria
(collector)

Factory

Paiker
(wholesaler)

Small Depot
withput A/C

Aratdar
(auction)

Figure 1: Conventional supply chain of 
shrimp and prawns (van der Pijl, 2014)
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In the same position, Depot Owners consolidate supply and add value by grading, packing, and 

preprocessing shrimp for factories. Depot owners purchase products from Faria and gher and 

offer them credit payments. However, farmers and Faria are reluctant to sell products due to 

a perceived lack of transparency and fear of unfair pricing. After that, Paiker is the wholesaler 

who has the license to operate the business without a shop. Paikar purchases shrimp from Arat-
dar and depots and sells to factories through account holders, often involved in pre-processing 

activities for factories. Accountholders belong to the second-highest segment of the supply 

chain and work as the pivotal financial intermediaries who facilitate transactions between 

large depots and factories. However, they bear the brunt of financial risks in the supply chain. 

Accountholders play an important role in enabling exporters to operate with minimal capital, 

although their reliance on cash purchases exposes them to losses when exporters fail to pay 

the remainder of the payment (van der Pijl, 2014). 

Willem van der Pijl misses one of the crucial actors in the shrimp supply chain, the fry collec-

tors. However, diversified actors in the shrimp value chain are presented by Muzareba & Khond-

kar (2019). Based on empirical data, they uphold that shrimp value chains differ considerably, 

particularly along the way shrimp are produced, based on whether they are produced in the 

sea or inland arrangements (Muzareba & Khondkar, 2019). They highlight that the shrimp value 

chain actors include sea fishermen, fry catchers, hatchery (gher) owner, hatchery employee, 

nursery owner, nursery employee, fry Faria, fry Aratdar, fry commission agent, farmer, shrimp 

Faria, shrimp Aratdar, shrimp commission agent, shrimp processor, processor-cum-exporter, 

retailer, domestic buyer, and foreign buyer (ibid.).

Shrimp Supply Chain: A Source of Abuse 

Fry collecting (larvae), farming, and processing are three core steps where this large and 

impoverished workforce provides the labor in the most dangerous and physically demanding 

stages of the shrimp supply chain. As fry collection is predominantly an unregistered activity 

where workers are not required to provide or receive any documentation for their transactions 

and is usually carried out through one or two intermediaries before reaching shrimp farms, 

there remain a lot of opportunities to exploit the fry collectors (EJF, 2014). Moreover, fry col-

lectors and shrimp farmers’ lack of financial capital and access to markets further deteriorates 

their situation, with many being forced to take loans to cover costs and supplement income 

in the low season. The shrimp industry’s profits primarily go to the minority at the top of the 

supply chain, while the real price of ‘cheap’ shrimp is being paid by some of Bangladesh’s poor-

est and most vulnerable people (ibid). While the top of the chain are hatchery (gher) owners, 

large-scale shrimp farmers, and processing plant owners, who become the winners. The fry 

collectors, small-scale farmers, and processing plant workers rank among the lowest poverty 

levels and economic conditions and are the losers of the shrimp industry (ibid.). 
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Exploitative Practices and Vulnerabilities Across the Shrimp Supply Chain

Verité (2009) also highlights exploitative practices in the shrimp industry. This study provides 

findings in three layers of the supply chain. Firstly, it talks about fry collectors who have 

induced indebtedness due to loans taken (dadan) for purchasing supplies, leading to a depend-

ency on middlemen who offer lower rates. Due to limited mobility and social access, women are 

in a particularly disadvantaged position. Due to limited working opportunities, fry collectors 

tend to work overtime, often exceeding ten hours per day, which is common as a survival strat-

egy, albeit not mandated by employers. Although they work for long hours, earnings remain 

low, averaging 60-90 Taka per day, or about (USD 0.72–1.08) (Verité, 2009, p. 7), which is now 

about USD 0.49–0.73. With this low income and long work hours, they face different health 

hazards, including illness and fear of predatory animals. Furthermore, children also work as fry 

collectors, raising concerns about the exploitation and safety of young workers (Verité, 2009). 

Secondly, this study upholds the concerns regarding shrimp farm workers. With the above-men-

tioned exploitation, such as overtime and sexual abuse of women, farm workers face some other 

vulnerabilities, such as forced work on call and limited freedom of movement and communication, 

particularly for permanent workers who are often related to farm owners. Like fry collectors, 

indebtedness is prevalent among farm workers, driving them to perform household chores to 

repay loans, while low wages further exacerbate their financial strain. In addition to these, health 

and safety hazards, including skin diseases, respiratory illnesses, and snake bites, underscore 

the precariousness of working conditions in the shrimp farming industry. This study also reveals 

almost similar findings for the processing plant workers, including forced overtime without 

premium pay, instances of sexual and physical violence, and widespread verbal abuse experi-

enced by workers, with threats of dismissal for speaking out against poor conditions. Apart from 

these, contract workers face unfair wage practices, including deceptive weighing of production 

and a lack of transparency regarding payment distribution. Unfortunately, there are no grievance 

mechanisms for the workers, which makes them more vulnerable to exploitation (ibid.).

Arat (wholesale fish market), Kaliganj Upazila
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Precarious Work in the Asian Seafood Global Value Chain

Bhattacharjee & Raaj (2016) write a report on “Precarious Work in the Asian Seafood Global 

Value Chain,” offering valuable insight into the labor exploitation and complexities within the 

global seafood industry, focusing on Asian countries like Bangladesh, India, and Thailand. As fish 

is considered a healthy food, global fish consumption per capita has almost doubled over the past 

50 years (1960–2012), leading to the industrial growth rate of fish for consumption being ahead 

of the world population growth rate (Bhattacharjee & Raaj, 2016, p. 13). The seafood global value 

chain (GVC) outsources and processes products from Asia, Latin America, and Africa, involving 

sourcing and production, processing, and distribution, with technological advancements and 

decreasing costs enhancing global trade. The Transnational Corporations (TNCs) coordinate the 

GVCs without owning the production entities but outsource production to them, thus avoiding 

legal responsibilities (ibid., p. 14). As TNCs outsource from the politically and economically 

powerful Shrimp processors and exporters in Bangladesh who take the largest share of profits 

and control, large shrimp farmers, aratdars, small shrimp farmers, fry collectors, and shrimp 

processing workers’ access to the shrimp industry and control over their working conditions and 

own wages decreases (ibid., p. 30). These unequal relations, which produce precarious working 

conditions and intensive labor exploitation (ibid., p. 45), can be understood through racial capital-

ism, as it can explain why shrimp workers in Bangladesh are kept at the bottom of the supply 

chain (Wegemer and Hinze, 2013; Robinson, 1983). The rights violations in the seafood GVC in 

Asia demonstrate the structural character that treats workers from the asian region as less 

valuable and disposable to maximize profit (Bhattacharjee & Raaj, 2016; Robinson, 1983).

Bangladesh has a significant shrimp industry, employing about 1 million people seasonally 

across various stages (Bhattacharjee & Raaj, 2016). But this country faces criticism for its 

labor practices, including child labor and debt bondage, especially among fry collectors and 

processing facility workers, as well as for environmental degradation and the exploitation 

of workers. Thailand is another prominent exporter of seafood, where labor exploitation in 

processing plants, low wages, and limited legal protections cause socioeconomic instability and 

health hazards. Overall, the Asian workers at the base of seafood value chains endure non-en-

forcement of legal rights, restricted freedom of association, low wages, gender discrimination, 

workplace violence, wage theft, and child and forced labor, which is linked to the GVC’s struc-

ture, affecting working conditions globally (ibid).
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3 	 Methodology 

Study Design: The study is conducted in Bangladesh, a South Asian country, based on different 

literature reviews and empirical research. As the researcher’s origin is in Bangladesh and she 

knows about the socio-economic context of the country, she decides to conduct a study in her 

region. But, importantly, the idea of empirical study came from her research supervisor. This 

study follows a qualitative approach focusing on Key Informant Interviews (KII) and In-depth 

Interviews (IDI). As these interviews were conducted over the phone, the researcher consid-

ered key point-based discussion and some direct probing so that it did not take a long time and 

did not make the interviewees uncomfortable while talking over the phone. In total, one KII and 

six IDIs have been facilitated to collect information. This study took place between February 15 

and March 13, 2024. 

Site Selection: In Bangladesh, shrimp farming mainly takes place in the greater Khulna and 

Chittagong divisions. However, considering the availability of the research participants, the 

Khulna division was selected as the research site. Considering the time and availability of the 

respondents, two districts were selected, which are Khulna and Satkhira under the Khulna 

division. These two districts were selected purposefully, as the researcher’s two close friends 

are from Satkhira and one ex-colleague is from Khulna district, who were communicated with 

for managing some research participants. Due to their support, some respondents were found. 

From the Satkhira district, three respondents were contacted; of them, two were from the 

Syamnagar sub-district, and one was from the Kaliganj sub-district. Another four respondents 

were from the Koyra sub-district of Khulna. 

Sample Size and Selection Process: This study conducted 06 IDIs and 01 KII. This study 

selected shrimp gher (coastal pond / enclosure) owners, who are called shrimp farmers, and 

fry (shrimp larvae) collectors as research participants who are directly involved in the shrimp 

industry, along with an NGO worker who has good knowledge of shrimp cultivation in the 

coastal region. KII was conducted with the NGO worker, and IDIs were conducted with the fry 

collectors and gher owners (Shrimp Farmer) to get exclusive information. As this study investi-

gated the manifestation of exploitation in the shrimp industry in Bangladesh, it used purposive 

sampling techniques and selected those people who belong to the lower level of the shrimp 

supply chain, where exploitation and discrimination happen.
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Data Collection Methods: Data has been collected through mobile phone calls as the 

researcher stays in another country for her higher studies. To find respondents, researcher has 

taken the help of her friends and ex-colleague who belong to the region where shrimp farming 

takes place. Friends and ex-colleague who helped the researcher find participants had been 

provided with initial information about the study’s purpose and the types of research partici-

pants that were required. While respondents were contacted, they were given a brief introduc-

tion about the study, and then, based on oral consent, their contact numbers were collected 

and communicated. According to each participant’s availability, the researcher made the phone 

call and gathered data. While conducting the interview, the researcher recorded it and took 

notes with the permission of the respondents. 

Data Analysis: The researcher read the notes that were taken during the interview before 

starting the data analysis. Then the interview records were transcribed from Bengali into Eng-

lish. The data were analyzed using a thematic approach to identify themes, and these themes 

were used to meet the research objectives (Daly, 2007). Then the transcripts were organized 

through cross-checking with the interview notes and randomly checked against the audio 

recording to ensure the quality of transcription. It also helped to become familiar with the 

depth and breadth of the content, which is a very crucial step for identifying initial themes and 

patterns. The transcribed data were read repeatedly to identify new issues and to find out any 

missed opportunities to explore them further. To explain the findings, data were thematically 

coded manually and interpreted. Results on the same issues from different types of respond-

ents and areas were compared to strengthen the validity of the findings. Data dependability 

was also ensured by providing a detailed data analysis and direct quotations.

Ethical Considerations: Before starting notes and recordings, respondents’ permission was 

taken. Respondents were assured that no one would be able to trace the person who had given 

the information. Data has been stored with a high level of confidentiality. The respondents were 

given pseudonyms so that their identities remain unknown. 
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4 	 Findings 

From empirical data, it has 

been found that the shrimp 

industry in Bangladesh 

follows a supply chain that 

belongs to the greater Khulna 

Division, where shrimp 

is cultivated. Those who 

belong to the lower level in 

the supply chain tend to be 

exploited more. Here is the 

shrimp supply chain that has 

been developed based on the 

empirical data.

4.1 Economic Exploitation and Dependency

In the coastal region of Bangladesh, where shrimp cultivation takes place, economic interaction 

among fry collectors, gher owners, and government officials reveals a system of dependency and 

exploitation. This dependency continues, leading to borrowing money by the people of the lower 

level in the supply chain and providing bribes to the government officials to continue fishing 

or cultivating shrimp in the gher. A gher owner, Zakir (38), sells his fish to Arat / Kata in Koyra, 

Khulna. He says when gher owners fall into any financial crisis, especially when an outbreak 

happens, they borrow money from the Aratdar with the commitment of giving fish in his Arat /
Kata, who will auction and sell it to Faria or wholesalers, and then deduct the money he lent and 

return the rest of the money to the gher owner. Likewise, a fry collector states that despite the 

approval from the forest department, all fishermen who catch fish in the forest pay some extra 

money to the forest officials. He says, “As we are uneducated and not aware of rules and law, 
government officials come to us, and whatever rules they say we must follow. If we do not have 
money, we borrow to meet their demand.” (IDI – Hasan, Age – 42, Occupation – Fry Collector)

Another fry collector upholds that although he pays 700 taka8 for 6 days of fishing approval, 

he must pay some extra money if any forest officer visits them. As catching shrimp fries is not 

allowed, they verbally contract with the forest officers by paying a bribe of around 500–1200 

taka each week. The amount of money a fry collector gets is not sufficient to run a family and 

catch fish in the forest. Therefore, Azad (35) expresses, “The money I get after selling fish is 

8	 100 taka = approx. 0.69 cents (03.02.2026) (Source: https://wise.com/gb/currency-converter/bdt-to-eur-rate)
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where shrimp fry is
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Figure 2: Shrimp supply chain based on empirical data
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used for family livelihoods and other problems. So, taking ‘dadan’ (conditional loan & liability) is 
a must.” When a person takes ‘dadan,’ he is bound to give fish to the Aratdar, who will auction 

it and take a 3 % interest on each kilogram of fish. Azad says that he borrowed 6,000 taka 

from an Aratdar, and after selling fish, he got 8,000 taka (excluding 3% commission). He repaid 

6,000 taka, and the remaining savings were 2,000 taka, which is not sufficient. In this regard, a 

respondent declares that “Dadan is another source of exploitation of the poor people, perpet-
uating a cycle of poverty and limiting economic mobility.” (KII – Mostak, Age – 46, Occupation 

– NGO Worker, Place – Syamangar, Satkhira)

Mostak (46) expresses that fishermen and fry collectors work in the saltwater, which causes skin 

diseases, uterus problems (female), and socio-economic discrimination, yet fry collectors continue 

working in the saltwater as they do not have alternative options. As shrimp gher is everywhere, 

this is the only way to manage livelihood and repay loans. Mostak also highlights that whatever 

they earn, a big chunk is used for the treatment, as they spend a long time in the saltwater.

Besides those who work in the gher as laborers, they also face difficulties in working. Two 

respondents state that some gher owners shout at the laborers and put pressure on them to 

complete huge tasks within a time. If someone cannot do it, they are threatened with dismissal 

or warned not to allow them future work. Therefore, gher laborers remain submissive and 

obedient to the gher owners. A respondent expresses, “In some cases, the poor have to bear 
the oppression of the rich people, such as if laborers do not finish work within the fixed time 
and bargain or debate on any issue, they get fired or threatened with being fired. As most of the 
work contracts are made orally, there is nothing to say but tolerate it.” (IDI – Utpal, Age – 46, 

Occupation – Shrimp Farmer, Place – Kaliganj, Sathira)

Shrimp Gher, Basantapur Village, Mathureshpurup Union, Kaliganj Upazila
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4.2 Systemic Inequalities and Social Hierarchies

In a society, labor, wages, and opportunities are shaped by systemic inequalities and embedded 

social hierarchies. The nature of inequality can be revealed from the gender wage gap to the 

stigmatization of fry collectors as a lower-grade occupation, illuminating the pervasive nature 

of inequality within the ecosystem. Therefore, within the coastal community, narratives uphold 

glimpses into the unequal distribution of labor, wages, and social status. 

In the study area, women are paid significantly less than men for the same work hours and types 

of tasks. All three gher owners state that they mostly hire male laborers while processing the 

gher, as it is heavy work, like cutting soil and dumping it in another place. Sometimes females 

also work in the gher to clean algae during the time of shrimp farming. If a man works from 7 am 

to 12 pm, he gets 350 taka, but a woman gets 200 taka for the same time and the same types of 

work. Women’s lower wage is justified by all gher owners, underscoring a pervasive gender bias 

within the industry. Dipankar believes that “Women work less. Women cannot work like men.”  

(IDI – Dipankar, Age – 48, Occupation – Shrimp Farming, Place – Syamnagar, Satkhira)

Similarly, Mostak (46), an NGO Worker, states that a male gets 500 taka for his 8 hours of labor, 

but a female gets 300 taka for the same work hours. This discrimination is very common and 

continuous. He expresses that employers believe that women cannot work like men, as men are 

perceived as more productive, which creates a disparity between male and female labor. He 

upholds that one of his colleagues (an NGO Worker) hired both male and female labor for work 

at home and paid them equally. However, his father got angry and shouted at him as he hired 

females and paid them the same wage, but the work was not finished. His father stated that if 

all labor were men, then that work could be finished properly. It is widely believed that women 

work less than men. 

Based on the experience from the locality, Mostak (46) upholds that those working in saltwater 

environments face significant health risks, including skin diseases and reproductive health 

issues among women. Moreover, the social stigma attached to fry collectors exacerbates their 

marginalization, affecting their societal standing and personal lives. He states that fry collec-

tors’ social status is lower. Therefore, people do not want them as a bride or groom, or do not 

want to marry off someone’s son or daughter to the fry collector’s family, which is a big social 

barrier for the fry collectors. Along with that, the fry collectors are not respected by society, 

and they are kept aside while any social event is organized. 

Being the low-status people, fry collectors and gher laborers are subjected to exploitative prac-

tices, such as receiving lower compensation than deserved, and are often coerced into selling 

their fish / fry at undervalued rates due to indebtedness to Aratdars. To highlight this dynamic, 

Utpal (46) expresses that when fry collectors borrow money, they commit to selling all fry and 

other fish to the Aratdar. “As the fishermen become liable to the Aratdars, they do not pay the 
actual price of the fish, and poor fry collectors have nothing to do. The rich suck the blood of the 
poor.” (IDI – Utpal, Age – 46, Occupation – Shrimp Farmer, Place – Kaliganj, Satkhira)
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4.3 Corruption and Power Dynamics

Corruption and power dynamics in the shrimp farming industry of Bangladesh have expanded, 

which indicates complex interaction among the fry collectors, gher owners, and forest officials. 

Their narratives unfold existing corruption within the ecosystem through demand for bribes, 

syndicates, political affiliation, and interpersonal relationships among the people who belong to 

the upper level in the supply chain. 

All fry collectors state that, despite the approval card from the forest office, all fishermen pay 

extra money to the government officials who work in the forest and visit fishermen. Forest 

officials illegally demand payment for their duty, which is like taking another permission from 

those officers; otherwise, fishermen will not be allowed to catch fish. They pay 200-500 taka 

each time they enter the forest. “If I do not pay them money, they may put a red seal on my 
permission card while checking on my card, and then I have to compensate more when I return 
my card after going back from the forest.” (IDI – Hasan, Age – 42, Occupation – Fry Collector, 

Place – Koyra, Khulna)

Hasan (42) also states that they always try to follow all rules and regulations, and officials keep 

looking for their faults so that they can demand more money or fine them. With grievance, 

Ismail says, “Despite having our pass, they do not spare us; we have to pay money.” As they 

are powerful, fishermen have nothing to do but obey them if they want to continue fishing. He 

also expresses, “In the past, there were many incidents of robbing, which were eliminated by the 
government, but now government officials are the biggest robbers.”

Another scenario is upheld by a fry collector who expresses that fishermen get permission for 

a particular area, and if they cross that area, then they must bribe the forest officer. He also 

states that the Aratdar who gives ‘dadan’ communicates with the forest officers and manages 

their (fry collectors) permission to catch fish in the forest by providing bribes; however, those 

bribes are deducted by the Aratdar after selling fish. He sadly states, “I am not happy with the 
dealings (of Aratdar). Because of their dealings, if it costs 500 taka, they demand 1,000 taka. As 
catching shrimp fry is illegal, the Aratdar, the local leader, and the police make a contract and 
allow us to catch fry.” (IDI – Azad, Age – 35, Occupation – Fry Collector, Place – Koyra, Khulna)

Power dynamics and bribery are exemplified by a gher owner who claims that he has a yearly 

contract of paying 1200 taka with the large-scale gher owner for getting saltwater. He has cre-

ated a small canal from a big gher to his gher for getting the saltwater. This provides an oppor-

tunity for big gher owners to exploit small gher owners by generating a system where farmers 

must navigate a complex web of bribes and political favors to sustain their livelihoods. He says, 

“Sometimes big gher owners demand extra money by saying that a government officer has come, 
and now we have to give a bribe to him. If we disagree, they threaten to file a case against us, as 
we are cultivating saltwater shrimp. If I misbehave with them, they will harass me and try to harm 
me by stopping water or by filing a false case. Sometimes, they (big gher owners) claim that if they 
give us (small gher owners) water, they may face legal action, so this situation can be avoided by 
giving more money.” (IDI – Zakir, Age – 38, Occupation – Shrimp Farming, Place – Koyra, Khulna)
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In contrast, fry collector Titash (53) positively accepts the bribery and praises local leaders 

as they manage their illegal fishing. He states that, as the shrimp fry collection is illegal, they 

catch fish secretly or bribe forest officers and coastguards to avoid any unpleasant situation, 

like burning nets and boats, and / or legal actions. However, if anything happens, their local 

leader, like the Union Parishad (UP) and Sub-district Chairman or Member, supports them, as 

they know that fishing is the only option for people like them. 

In this connection, the NGO worker expresses that “Faria, Mahajan, and/or Aratdar work as a 
syndicate. Everywhere there is a syndicate; therefore, fry collectors cannot say no to one Faria 
and sell his / her fish to another Faria at a little higher price.” However, the number of Faria is 

less, as a few people work as Faria in one locality; therefore, fry collectors cannot look for other 

options. He also highlights, “They are compelled to sell fry to Faria, as this is the only option.  
As they have no alternative work to do, how will they manage a livelihood for their families?  
Gher is expanded all over the area.” (KII – Mostak, Age – 46, Occupation – NGO Worker,  

Place – Shyamnagar, Satkhira)

Mostak (46) flags his concerns about illegal shrimp farming in the Symnagar sub-district that is 

damaging the infrastructure of the place. Despite evidence and advocacy efforts, political ties 

prevent government action against influential individuals involved in illegal shrimp cultivation 

practices. Instead, government officials are ready to take any action against poor fishermen 

and fry collectors. Mostak highlights that at the beginning of March 2024, the Coast Guard 

seized some fishing nets and burned them that were not being used for fishing at that time. To 

escape these types of vulnerability, some fishermen bribe the forest officers and coastguards. 

Fish Auction in Arat, Kaliganj Upazila
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4.4 Supply Chain Exploitation

Bangladesh’s shrimp industry is embedded in a supply chain riddled with exploitation and 

middlemen, where the journey of shrimp fry collectors to gher owners is marked by various 

middlemen and syndicates. From the covert trade of fry collectors to the authority of Aratdars 

and Faria, unravel the complex web of exploitation and dependency within the supply chain. 

Those who belong to the bottom of the supply chain are more vulnerable to being exploited due 

to dependency on the supply chain actors of the upper level. 

Fry collectors are at the bottom of the shrimp supply chain. Although shrimp fry can be found 

throughout the year, mid-April to mid-July is the best time for collecting shrimp fry when they 

are most engaged in fry collection. However, all the research participants declare that fry collec-

tion is not allowed by the government. It requires a particular type of fishing net (dense thread), 

which causes the death of other fish larvae. Therefore, fry collectors operate cautiously to avoid 

detection and potential legal repercussions, as violators may face detention or imprisonment. As 

fry collectors remain at risk of being caught by forest officers, forest officers use them as a tool 

to exploit them by demanding bribes. On the other hand, the Aratdar or Faria to whom they are 

bound to sell shrimp fries deducts 3 % interest. 

Hasan (42) says that shrimp fry is bought by the gher owners, but he cannot sell fry directly to 

them. He sells it to the Faria (Fry businessman), who buys it from different fry collectors and 

sells it to the gher owners. In this buying and selling process, there is an unwritten agreement 

between fry collectors and Faria, which is accepted and justified by two respondents (fry 

collectors). They say that they have no issue if Faria doesn’t offer the actual price for the fry 

they supply if they receive the requested payment, as Faria ventures to various locations to sell 

them. Another respondent says that, as he sells fish through Arat, it is okay if Aratdar deducts 

3 % interest. It is their service charge. 

As fry collectors are poor, those who go to the forest for shrimp fry rely on borrowing money 

(dadan) from Aratdar, Mahajon (a wealthy businessman), or village leaders for livelihood neces-

sities or buying boats / nets. However, they face exploitation through exorbitant interest rates 

or reduced payments. But fry collectors or other fishermen cannot say anything because those 

Mahajons or Aratdars have a good connection with the government officials. If they debate, 

disagree, or bargain over the interest/lower price, they may not get fishing approval. 

A gher owner expresses that people are earning huge money by exporting shrimp to other 

countries. From the gher to the factory, a channel works. They sell fish to the Arat, and from 

Arat, the Faria/middlemen buy it and keep it in their store. Those middlemen push some white/

liquid material and soak it in the water for a long time to increase weight, and then sell it to 

the factory where shrimp are tested, graded, packed, and exported. He shared that previ-

ously, it happened that all shrimp were sent back from importing countries, as they identified 

that chemicals had been inserted into the shrimp. When it happened, the price of the shrimp 

suddenly dropped, and the factory stopped buying fish from the shrimp farmer (gher owner). 

He states, “When it happens, we become a part of their loss. The shrimp price has been reduced. 
Sometimes the factory stops buying shrimp, which causes more price reductions.”  

(IDI – Utpal, Age – 46, Occupation – Shrimp Farming, Place – Kaliganj, Satkhira)
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5 	 Discussion

The exploitation in the shrimp supply chain of Bangladesh is explained within the frame of 

racial capitalism, which illuminates the intricate dynamics of power, dependency, and economic 

coercion inherent in the industry’s supply chain. Underscoring the intersections of race, 

gender, class, and labor, the theoretical framework of ‘racial capitalism’ was provided by Cedric 

J. Robinson. Robinson [1983 (2020)] offers a lens through which historical and contemporary 

manifestations of exploitation within capitalist systems, particularly concerning the intersec-

tions of race, gender, class, and labor, can be explained. Along with that, Nancy Fraser’s (2016) 

framework broadens the conceptual understanding of capitalism and exploitation within the 

shrimp cultivation industry by elucidating its entanglement with racial oppression. 

The shrimp industry in Bangladesh is characterized by a hierarchical structure where fry col-

lectors and gher owners (shrimp farmers) belong to the bottom of the supply chain. This study 

reveals that those who belong to the bottom of the industry’s supply chain are subjected to a 

myriad of exploitative practices, including indebtedness, bribery, low wages, and coercive labor 

conditions by those at the top level of the supply chain. 

The systemic economic exploitation of shrimp labor and fry collectors and gher owners is 

marked by indebtedness, and exploitation reflects the assertion of racial capitalism as capital 

development is rooted in the exploitation of marginalized communities (Robinson, [1983] 2020). 

This study reveals that the vulnerable socio-economic condition of the laborers, especially 

female laborers and fry collectors, forces them to accept unfair wages (less payment than 

men and being poor are subjected to receiving low wages), conditional loans, and precarious 

conditions (long working hours in the gher or rivers’ saltwater), which presents the intersection 

of economic exploitation with broader socioeconomic and racial dynamics that perpetuate a 

cycle of poverty and exploitation (van der Pijl, 2014; Verité, 2009). 

The findings on fry collectors unfold how they are coerced into selling their fries at underval-

ued rates to the Farias / Aratdars. As they take ‘dadan’ (conditional loan) (Verité, 2009) from 

the Aratdars, they are bound to store their fish in the Arat for auctioning. These middlemen 

(Faria / Aratdar) also deduct significant portions of their earnings as interest or service 

charges. The process of appropriation is driven by those belonging to the upper level (middle-

men) of the supply chain, enabling exploitation and ensuring profit from the people of margin-

alized groups (labor / fry collectors) while perpetuating economic and racial inequalities. This 

resonates with the perspective of Nancy Fraser, who underscores the role of expropriation in 

sustaining capitalist systems, particularly through the appropriation of unfree, dependent labor 

of racialized and marginalized people (Fraser, 2016).
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The findings on gender wage disparities of gher laborers and social stigmatization of fry 

collectors uphold the systemic inequalities (Fraser, 2016), which is racial capitalism’s funda-

mental function. These inequalities and stigmatization are not just economic issues but are 

entangled within the social fabric that reinforces and perpetuates existing social hierarchies 

that marginalize women and those considered lower in the social order. This evidence reveals 

the interconnectedness of capitalism, exploitation, and racism (Robinson, [1983]2020; Fraser, 

2018, pp. 31, 27). 

The exploitation of government officers and Aratdars in the form of bribery or threat of impris-

onment and commission deduction reveals the systematic nature of corruption and power 

dynamics within the shrimp industry of Bangladesh. In the coastal area, the way economic 

and political power is exercised exploits the vulnerable and marginalized people. For instance, 

although saltwater shrimp cultivation is banned by the government, large-scale gher owners 

are farming shrimp without the fear of law enforcement due to their political affiliation, whereas 

fry collectors are regularly bribing the government officers and remain submissive to the Faria/
Aratdar in fear of legal action. This system illustrates a key principle of racial capitalism, as 

the evolution and development of capitalism depend on the exploitation and expropriation of 

racialized and marginalized groups that disproportionately benefit the privileged few people, 

sustaining their social hierarchy (Robinson, [1983]2020; Fraser, 2016). 

The global capitalist phenomenon of the ‘race to the bottom’ is found in the shrimp supply 

chain in Bangladesh. This study reveals that exploitative practices exist at various stages of 

the supply chain; however, the actors in the lower segment of the shrimp supply chain, such 

as fry collectors and small-scale gher owners (shrimp farmers), are more vulnerable to it. 

Consequently, fry collectors are exploited by Faria, Aratdar, and government officers, and 

small-scale gher owners are exploited by the larger-scale gher owners. In the capitalist world, 

supply chains are structured to minimize costs and are motivated by cumulative profit. This 

approach represents the critique of racial capitalism that global capitalism maintains exploita-

tion through economic means (Wegemer and Hinze, 2013). 

This study presents an analysis of the complex interplay of economic practices, power dynam-

ics, and racial oppression within the shrimp industry in Bangladesh. Using the theoretical 

frameworks of Cedric J. Robinson and Nancy Fraser, this study sheds light on the structural 

mechanism of persistent exploitation and inequality in the shrimp cultivation industry in Bang-

ladesh. This investigation unfolds a complicated web of exploitation and vulnerability prompted 

by market manipulations and regulatory oversights, as depicted by the research participants. 

In this vulnerable context, it is required to promote social justice and empower marginalized 

communities within the global supply chain by addressing systemic injustice through compre-

hensive reforms and collective action.
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Limitation of the study: This study was conducted remotely, and interviews were facilitated 

over the phone; therefore, it was difficult to understand respondents’ expressions. IDI and 

KII need long-term conversation and diversified probing, which the researcher could not do, 

considering the respondents’ time and concentration. From the literature review section, some 

important issues like long working hours, overtime, precarious working conditions, etc. were 

identified, but empirical data does not provide this type of information, as that information can 

be found from the laborers who work in the gher, depots, or factories. Besides, respondents of 

this study were gher owners, fry collectors, and an NGO worker, and all of them are male. Due to 

not having female respondents, sexual harassment and abuse-related information also remains 

unfolded, which is presented in the literature review section. Overall, because of the limited 

research participants, time constraints, and remote investigation, this study has a very narrow 

focus on the shrimp farming industry and its actors. Having a narrow focus, this study fails to 

explore the dynamics of exploitation in the shrimp global supply chain, including all actors as 

stated in the literature. Apart from this, there remains some conceptual ambiguity regarding 

the role of different actors in the shrimp supply chain, as some actors are named the same, 

but their responsibilities are different. Therefore, these limitations can be overcome by further 

research on the shrimp farming industry.

Shrimp Gher, Basantapur Village, Mathureshpurup Union, Kaliganj Upazila
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6 	 Conclusion 

Within the framework of racial capitalism, the paper titled “Revealing Exploitation in the Shrimp 

Cultivation Industry of Bangladesh” intricately maps out the multifaceted dimensions of 

economic exploitation, systemic inequalities, and the pervasive power dynamics that exploit the 

most vulnerable groups in the industry. The empirical data and theoretical framework provide 

a nuanced understanding of how the economic success of the shrimp industry is built on the 

backs of marginalized forces, particularly fry collectors and shrimp farmers, who live a risky 

life of precarity, dependency, vulnerability, and exploitation. The findings resonate with Cedric 

J. Robinson’s concept of racial capitalism and Nancy Fraser’s racialized capitalism. They state 

how capitalism, inherently intertwined with racial and social hierarchies, perpetuates exploita-

tion, expropriation, and inequality. 

The paper begins with the potentiality and significance of shrimp cultivation in Bangladesh’s 

economy. However, existing socio-economic factors in the shrimp farming region necessitate 

the stage for an in-depth exploration of the industry’s darker side. The conceptual background 

illuminates the historical and structural mechanisms through which racial and economic 

exploitation have been interwoven into the capitalist system, which is used to understand the 

complexities of the shrimp supply chain in Bangladesh. It highlights how the capitalist eco-

nomic system, which is underlined by the global demand and local socioeconomic conditions, 

perpetuates the exploitation of labor and other marginalized people.

The empirical findings of the study are drawn from the key informant and in-depth interviews 

that shed light on the lived experiences of those at the lower tiers of the supply chain, such 

as fry collectors, laborers, and shrimp farmers who are trapped in a system that exploits 

their socio-economic conditions for profit. The exploitation and dependency reveal a cycle of 

vulnerability exacerbated by systemic inequalities, notably gender disparities in wages, social 

stigmatization, and social hierarchies. The nuanced analysis of these findings reveals a multi-

faceted nature of exploitation within the industry. In the context of Bangladesh, the framework 

of racial capitalism explains how exploitation is not merely a byproduct of economic deals but is 

deeply embedded in the socio-economic and political landscapes.
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The discussion section blends empirical findings and conceptual background and provides a 

comprehensive analysis of how exploitation manifests in the shrimp cultivation industry of 

Bangladesh. The analysis reveals that the intention of capital accumulation is driven by systemic 

inequalities, social stratification, power dynamics, and dependency. This study significantly con-

tributes to the broader understanding of the complexities of exploitation in global supply chains.

In conclusion, the study examines the shrimp cultivation industry of Bangladesh, providing a 

detailed account of the various forms of exploitation endemic to the industry as well as offering 

insights into the systemic nature of exploitation in global capitalism. This paper criticizes the 

exploitative structure of the shrimp farming industry, elucidating the mechanisms through 

which racial capitalism operates. This study generates an explanation regarding exploitation in 

the shrimp supply chain and its connectedness with racial capitalism, which contributes to the 

academic discourse. However, this study also underscores the need for a critical re-evaluation 

of the policies and practices governing global supply chains by challenging the foundations of 

racial capitalism. 
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