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Introduction

Deontological ethics evaluates actions through duties, rights, rules, intentions, and respect for
persons rather than through consequences alone. The original essay correctly contrasts deontological
reasoning with teleological or consequence-based reasoning and applies the distinction to a North
Carolina textile manufacturer considering relocation to South Asia for lower labor costs. It also treats
teleology as equivalent to self-interest, assumes all low-cost labor in South Asia is child labor, and
concludes too quickly that the company must remain entirely in North Carolina. A rigorous ethical
analysis asks which duties the company owes to current employees, overseas workers, children,
customers, investors, communities, suppliers, and the law. It also distinguishes legitimate cost
reduction from exploitation. Deontology does not prohibit relocation merely because layoffs have
harmful consequences. It prohibits using people only as instruments, deception, coercion, unsafe
labor, child exploitation, and violation of justified commitments. A defensible strategy may include
restructuring or expansion, but only under transparent, rights-respecting conditions and with
meaningful obligations to affected workers.

What Deontology Means

The term comes from the Greek word for duty. Deontological theories hold that some actions are
required or forbidden because of their moral character, even when violating the rule might produce
attractive results. Telling the truth, keeping promises, respecting autonomy, and refusing exploitation
are common examples. Consequences still matter in practical judgment, but they do not determine
the entire moral status of the action. A company cannot justify forced labor by claiming it produces
inexpensive clothing or creates total economic growth. The people bearing the cost possess rights
that limit what others may do to them.

Kant's Categorical Imperative

Immanuel Kant’s ethics is the best-known deontological framework. One formulation of the
categorical imperative asks whether the maxim behind an action could be willed as a universal law.
Another requires treating humanity, in oneself and others, always as an end and never merely as a
means. In business, this means workers cannot be treated only as units of cost. They have agency,
dignity, and claims to truthful information and fair conditions. It does not mean that every
employment relationship must continue forever. It means that decisions must respect persons rather
than manipulate vulnerability (Kant).
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Universalization

The company should state the principle behind relocation. If the maxim is “A firm may abandon
commitments and use any labor practice whenever profit increases,” universalization would destroy
trust and permit abuse. If the maxim is “A firm may reorganize operations to remain viable when it
gives honest notice, honors obligations, protects basic rights, and refuses exploitation,” the principle
is more defensible. The universal-law test exposes hidden exceptions. Managers should not claim
loyalty from employees while reserving the right to disregard loyalty whenever convenient.

Persons as Ends

Treating people as ends requires considering their capacity to make choices and the effects of
decisions on their ability to live with dignity. North Carolina employees need accurate information, fair
processes, earned compensation, and time to plan. South Asian workers need voluntary employment,
lawful wages, safe conditions, freedom of association, and protection from child or forced labor.
Consumers need truthful claims about sourcing. Investors need honest risk disclosure. None of these
groups must receive everything they desire, but none may be deceived or sacrificed merely because
they possess less bargaining power.

Perfect and Imperfect Duties

Perfect duties are strict obligations, such as not lying, stealing, coercing, or using forced labor.
Imperfect duties allow discretion in how they are fulfilled, such as helping others and developing
capabilities. A textile company has a perfect duty not to knowingly employ children in hazardous labor
or falsify audits. It may have an imperfect duty to support worker training, community development,
and improved industry standards. The distinction prevents philanthropy from being used to excuse
abuse. Donating to a school does not compensate for violating workers’ rights.

Teleological and Utilitarian Reasoning

Teleological approaches evaluate actions through their ends or consequences. Utilitarianism seeks
the greatest overall wellbeing, not simply the company’s profit. A genuine utilitarian analysis would
count lower prices and business survival but also layoffs, family disruption, workplace injury,
environmental harm, overseas employment, and long-term development. Machiavellian manipulation
is not a necessary form of teleology and should not be confused with utilitarian ethics. Comparing
frameworks is useful because consequences reveal practical harm, while deontology sets limits on the
means used to pursue benefits (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023).
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The Business Case

The manufacturer operates in North Carolina and believes lower costs in South Asia are necessary to
compete. Management proposes closing the domestic plant and contracting or producing abroad.
Important facts are missing: the firm’s financial condition, alternatives, number and tenure of
workers, promised benefits, supplier identity, wage and safety standards, age-verification systems,
local law, environmental effects, and whether the move is essential for survival or intended only to
increase margins. Ethical judgment requires evidence. Leaders should not use “global competition” as
a slogan that ends inquiry.

Duty to Current Employees

Employment is not ordinarily a permanent guarantee, but long service, explicit promises, collective
agreements, pension expectations, and community reliance can create strong moral obligations. The
firm owes truthful communication and should not conceal a decision while workers make life choices
based on false security. It should honor wages, leave, retirement contributions, notice requirements,
and contractual severance. A deontological approach also values procedural fairness: employees
should receive reasons, criteria, opportunity to ask questions, and respectful treatment. Sudden
closure to prevent resistance may be efficient but treats workers as obstacles rather than persons.

Promises and the Psychological Contract

Organizations often encourage loyalty, sacrifice, flexibility, and identification with the company. Even
when statements are not legally enforceable, they shape reasonable expectations. If management
repeatedly promised that workers were “family” or that concessions would protect local jobs,
relocation without acknowledging those commitments may constitute moral breach. Ethical leaders
should distinguish genuine commitments from motivational rhetoric. When circumstances make a
promise impossible, they should explain the change and provide restitution or transition support
rather than pretend no obligation existed.

Right to Fair Notice

Notice allows workers to search for employment, manage healthcare, arrange education, and prepare
financially. The firm must comply with applicable law, including any plant-closing notification
obligations, but legality is a minimum. Longer or more individualized notice may be ethically
appropriate when employees have served for decades or the local labor market is weak.
Confidentiality may be necessary during negotiations, yet secrecy should be limited and not used to
shift all transition risk onto employees.
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Severance, Benefits, and Transition

A rights-respecting closure plan can include severance based on tenure, continuation of health
coverage, protection of earned retirement benefits, paid time for job search, references, skills
assessment, retraining, and partnerships with local employers or colleges. These measures do not
erase the loss, but they recognize that workers contributed to the company’s value. The strongest
assistance is not symbolic charity; it provides real capability to move into new work. Executives
should also examine whether their own bonuses are morally defensible when cost savings depend on
community harm.

Duty to the North Carolina Community

A large plant may support suppliers, taxes, schools, housing, and local identity. The company does
not owe indefinite operation regardless of loss, but it should assess foreseeable community effects
and participate in transition. Options may include selling the facility, creating a smaller operation,
supporting redevelopment, transferring equipment, or funding economic-diversification efforts.
Community consultation should occur before irreversible decisions when possible. Treating a town
merely as a location used until a cheaper one appears fails to recognize reciprocal dependence.

Workers in South Asia

The original essay generalizes that firms in South Asia use child labor and poor conditions. The region
contains many countries, industries, laws, employers, and workers. Low wages may reflect
productivity, living costs, labor surplus, weak bargaining power, discrimination, or exploitation. The
ethical question is not whether production occurs in a developing country. It is whether the company
respects rights and helps create decent work. Rejecting all investment can also deny employment.
Responsible sourcing requires country- and facility-specific due diligence rather than stereotypes.

Child Labor

Not all work performed by adolescents is prohibited, but hazardous labor, work below legal minimum
age, forced labor, trafficking, and work that interferes with education violate international standards
and fundamental duties. The company should establish age verification, supplier requirements,
unannounced and worker-centered monitoring, remediation, and purchasing practices that do not
make compliance impossible. Simply dismissing an underage worker can deepen poverty;
remediation may involve removing the child from hazardous work while supporting education and
family income. The firm must not knowingly profit from vulnerability (International Labour
Organization, 2022).
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Forced Labor and Recruitment

Workers may be coerced through debt, confiscated documents, recruitment fees, threats, restricted
movement, or deception about wages and conditions. A contract signed under such pressure is not
genuinely voluntary. The company should prohibit worker-paid recruitment fees, require return of
documents, provide contracts in languages workers understand, and create safe complaint channels.
Audits based only on management records may miss coercion. Worker interviews and independent
grievance systems are essential.

Wages and Working Time

Compliance with a weak legal minimum may not satisfy the duty to respect persons if wages cannot
support basic needs and overtime is coerced. The company should evaluate living-wage benchmarks,
lawful hours, rest, overtime premiums, and freedom to refuse excessive work. A universal rule
demanding identical U.S. wages everywhere may ignore economic context, but using poverty to
justify the lowest possible wage treats desperation as a resource to exploit. Purchasing prices and
deadlines must allow suppliers to meet standards.

Health and Safety

Safe exits, structural integrity, fire protection, machine guarding, ventilation, chemical control,
protective equipment, training, and medical response are matters of rights, not optional benefits.
Managers cannot claim ignorance when a sourcing model rewards low price and rapid production
without verifying conditions. Independent engineering assessment and worker participation are
important. If an immediate serious hazard exists, production should stop until corrected, even when
delay is costly. Deontology requires refusing profit produced through foreseeable risk to life.

Freedom of Association

Workers need the ability to organize, elect representatives, and raise concerns without retaliation. A
company that promises ethical sourcing while selecting suppliers because they suppress unions acts
inconsistently. Local law and political conditions may limit association, but the firm should not exploit
those limits. Worker committees created and controlled by management are not substitutes for
independent voice. Dialogue helps identify problems that audits miss and treats workers as agents
rather than beneficiaries.
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Supplier Responsibility

Outsourcing production does not outsource moral responsibility. The company influences conditions
through price, order changes, lead times, quality penalties, and termination threats. Codes of conduct
are insufficient when purchasing practices demand the impossible. Due diligence should map
suppliers and subcontractors, assess risk before contracting, monitor through multiple evidence
sources, remediate, and report progress. Contracts should include enforceable standards, but sudden
termination can harm workers; responses should prioritize correction unless serious or repeated
abuse makes exit necessary.

Truthful Marketing

If the company promotes products as ethical, sustainable, or child-labor-free, it must have evidence
proportionate to the claim. Absolute guarantees may be impossible across complex supply chains.
Marketing should explain the standard, scope, verification, and limitations. Concealing known
violations treats customers as tools for revenue. Transparency about challenges may be
uncomfortable but builds more durable trust than a certification used as decoration.

Investor Duties and Business Survival

Managers have obligations to the corporation and investors, but those duties do not require
maximizing short-term profit by any means. Long-term value depends on law, reputation, workforce
capability, supply resilience, and social legitimacy. If relocation is necessary to avoid failure, refusing
every change may harm all stakeholders. Deontology permits prudent management while
constraining how it is done. Leaders should present honest alternatives and avoid using fiduciary duty
as a claim that ethics is irrelevant.

Alternative One: Remain Entirely in North Carolina

Keeping all production local protects existing jobs and may preserve quality and community
relationships. It may be ethically preferable if the company can remain viable through productivity,
product differentiation, automation with transition support, energy efficiency, or executive and
shareholder sacrifice. It is not automatically required if continued operation would lead to insolvency.
Managers should test this option seriously rather than assume labor cost is the only controllable
variable.
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Alternative Two: Close and Relocate

Full relocation may reduce cost and create overseas employment, but it concentrates harm on
domestic workers and creates supply-chain rights risks. It is ethically defensible only if the business
rationale is real, affected employees receive fair treatment, and overseas operations meet strong
labor and safety standards. Relocation chosen solely because child labor or coercion lowers cost is
categorically wrong. The firm should disclose the reasoning and accept accountability for both
locations.

Alternative Three: Dual Operation and Gradual
Transition

The original essay recommends retaining North Carolina operations while expanding in South Asia.
This hybrid approach may preserve high-skill, design, advanced production, logistics, or limited
manufacturing domestically while adding capacity abroad. It can spread transition over time and
allow verification of suppliers. However, dual operation is not automatically financially feasible and
should not be promised without analysis. If chosen, the company should explain which jobs remain,
how employees can retrain, and how standards are enforced abroad.

An Ethical Decision Process

The board should identify all stakeholders and facts, state the proposed maxim, test universalization,
identify perfect duties and rights, evaluate consequences, and examine alternatives. Conflicts of
interest should be disclosed. Worker and community representatives should be heard before final
approval. The company should publish a transition and human-rights plan with measurable
commitments. Independent monitoring and board oversight should continue after relocation. Ethical
reasoning is not complete when a decision is announced; implementation determines whether duties
are honored (United Nations, 2011; Bowen, 2004).

Recommended Decision

The company should not move production merely to access child labor, forced labor, unsafe
conditions, or desperation. It should first test whether the North Carolina plant can remain viable
through operational changes and whether a phased dual model is possible. If some relocation is
genuinely necessary, the firm should provide fair notice, severance, benefits protection, retraining,
and community transition support. Overseas production should proceed only after independent due
diligence and adoption of enforceable standards on age, recruitment, wages, hours, safety,
association, grievance, and subcontracting. Purchasing practices must support compliance. This
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recommendation respects persons while allowing responsible adaptation.

Conclusion

Deontological ethics asks not only what the textile company can gain from relocation but what it owes
to every person affected. Current employees cannot be discarded after years of loyalty without
honest process and meaningful transition. Overseas workers cannot be treated as cheap inputs whose
poverty removes their rights. Child labor, forced labor, deception, and unsafe work remain wrong
even when they lower prices or preserve profit. At the same time, duty ethics does not require a
company to operate an insolvent plant forever. It requires that restructuring follow universalizable
rules, honor commitments, respect autonomy, and refuse exploitation. A phased or dual strategy may
be preferable when feasible, but the decisive standard is whether people at both ends of the supply
chain are treated as ends in themselves.
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