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The Contested Grounds of Economic Order

Regulation and Inequality at Work: Isolation and Inequality Beyond the 
Regulation of Labour is Vanisha Sukdeo’s first book. It presents an unnerving 
account of workers’ rights today. The suggested culprits for this are state 
retrenchment and the “virtual sweatshops”1 at the center of today’s economic 
order.2

The book provides a primer on the corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
movement and its evolution to the present. This period has witnessed the rise 
and fall of state-protected workers’ rights, and the revival of classic liberalism.3 
Sukdeo traces how CSR has responded to the fall of worker protections by 
building an empire of non-state prohibitions on irresponsible business practices 
(for example, codes of conduct).4 These prohibitions are backed by the watchful 
eye of civil society combined with the threat of retaliation from key stakeholders 
such as investors, creditors, and consumers.5 Beyond the efficacy tied to doing 
the right thing,6 these non-state regulations are effective because business 
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takes seriously the power of such stakeholders to impose penalties upon the 
irresponsible by divesting from their organizations, refusing them credit, and 
reducing their market share.7

The book kicks off quickly from the starting blocks with a one-page preface, 
which introduces its general direction.8 Chapter 1 describes the evolution of 
CSR mechanisms.9 It explores historical struggles of workers and state responses 
to them,10 ending with some thoughts on the plight of workers today.11 

Chapter 2 focuses upon the emergence of the “gig economy”, and the 
exposure vulnerable populations have to it.12 Sukdeo observes that new 
platforms for capital have emerged (for example, Uber), which entice workers 
with the promise of becoming independent, emancipating them from the 
drudgery of factory life.13 However, Sukdeo reveals that not all is as it seems. 
The escape from the factory comes with a catch: workers must welcome a new 
virtual task master into their private lives.14

John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx offered insight into the threat of work’s 
intrusion into private life. Mill detailed the need for private sanctuary from the 
master. When he lamented the subjection of women, he declared even slaves 
are not subject to the master “at all hours and all minutes”; their “fixed task” 
allows for a barrier, beyond which “the master rarely intrudes”.15 Marx warned 
that, if unchecked, technology would empower the agents of capital to erase the 
“bounds of the working day”.16 Sukdeo echoes these concerns, fearing that the 
gig economy will further erode the distinction between work and home, which 
is so critical to health and human flourishing.17 

In Chapter 2, Sukdeo  also explains how innovations have caused a 
seismic shift in the nature of worker-management relations, replacing physical
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proximities with virtual ones.18 The result of replacing workplaces with virtual 
spaces has been new opportunities for management to escape the countervailing 
effects of organized labour.19 Sukdeo asserts that these workers should be 
considered a “new proletariat”,20 who are unorganized and unprotected, 
working in virtually-networked isolation from traditional forms of solidarity.21 
The chapter leaves one haunted with the image of workers, who unwittingly 
mask their last resort status by declaring their slide in social position as a 
“choice” to emancipate themselves from the workplace.22 

Chapter 3 starts by questioning the merits of state-protected workers’ rights, 
identifying four central problems: (1) they can be time consuming to enact; (2) 
they can be difficult to reform after enacted; (3) yet, they have been repealed 
with ease; and (4) they can be compromised by slack enforcement.23 She then 
details her anointed solution: non-state mechanisms that fill the gaps in the 
regulation of worker protections, providing “layers of governance” that rest “on 
top of mandatory legal requirements”.24

Chapter 4 is Sukdeo’s most personal and intimate chapter, where the reader is 
allowed to peak between the words to see the author’s frustration.25 She outlines 
the superstructure of cultural institutions, including state law, which guides 
workers to “accept the inequalities” they suffer because “they feel that they will 
one day benefit” from them.26 Her explanation largely mirrors Max Weber’s 
theory on how the “highly privileged” minority of a given society establishes a 
“stable distribution of power”.27 Weber opined that they will generate a “myth”, 
which convinces the majority that their voluntary subjugation to said minority 
is primarily for their benefit.28 Weber’s theory still rings true today. A normative 
cocktail—two parts liberalism and one part meritocracy—soothes workers with 
the promise that if they work hard and show initiative, they too will one day be 
in consumerism’s “winner’s circle”.29
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In Chapter 5, Sukdeo concludes the book with a declaration: “the rules 
of the game have changed” and the “past is unlikely to return”.30 Certainly, 
the rules have improved. CSR is largely responsible for many new forms of 
“multiscalar” regulated spaces,31 which have fortified compliance and business 
accountability weakened by state retrenchment from workers’ rights.32 This 
regulatory experimentalism is reconstituting how “states, markets, civil society 
groups, and individuals interact”, transforming notions of both the public and 
the private within governance today.33

However, a reader might be forgiven for still feeling unsettled after closing 
the book. The book’s characterization of workers’ plight casts a long shadow 
over CSR’s achievements.34 Indeed, much has changed,35 but much remains the 
same. The normative base that inspired the resurrection of nineteenth century 
liberalism is still intact,36 and significant ideological impediments to CSR remain 
embedded firmly in state and market functions.37 Even the optimistic Sukdeo 
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shows hints of her frustration with how much of the status quo ante remains.38 
Time and again, liberalism’s “turn to rights”39 has stymied state-provided worker 
protections,40 sustaining the long-standing irony of celebrating gross inequality 
as freedom.41 

Sukdeo’s frustration with the state is warranted, and probably reflects the 
hearts of many within CSR. Unfortunately, such frustrations can lead to the 
belief that the state is antithetical to CSR. This construction of the state as a 
foe to CSR may be factually accurate in some cases, but may have also lured 
some within CSR to become entangled within deregulatory “politics”,42 forging 
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counterproductive alliances with those who are more concerned with avoiding 
the cost of regulation than with promoting socially responsible behaviour.43 

Alternatively, the state should be conceived as a ground to be contested 
instead of as a foe. This shift in perspective may focus efforts, broadening 
them from targeted engagements at the organizational level (that is, business 
organizations and their networks44) to a broader engagement at the institutional 
one45 (that is, the normative context at the foundation of today’s economic 
order). I have argued elsewhere that this context, which enthrones the virtues 
of negative liberty within the social construction of our everyday life, presents 
the greatest challenge to CSR today.46

In sum, Sukdeo’s passion for workers’ rights is present from page one of 
Regulation and Inequality at Work, and it is well worth a read. Her book is a 
welcomed harbinger, declaring the arrival of the next generation of Canadian 
political economists.
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