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Abstract 

 
History has recorded inequality between the rich and the poor, the powerful and the powerless since early human 

civilization. This study aims to discuss exploitation and the implications toward labors in Paolo Bacigalupi’s Ship 

Breaker. Marxist theory is considered the most appropriate because it discusses about the relation between upper 

and low class in society. Specifically, I examined how a capitalist system can ruin the labors’ life through 

exploitations in Ship Breaker. The method of study was close reading, consisting of data collection and data 

analysis. It is argued that exploitations toward the labors can be found through social differentiations and clashes 

and labor slavery. In addition, the implications of exploitations toward the labors include permanently sustained 

poverty, no accessibility to economy, moral hazards and powerlessness. Through base and superstructure, the 

capitalists use their ideology to make proletariat are controlled easier  

Keywords: capitalism, exploitation, marxism 

 

 

Introduction 

There are more than seven billion people in this universe. People come from different region, race, 

tribe but gather with each other to produce food, shelter, and clothing. All human basic needs are their 

desire for food and shelter. They join to work in different place with different people. All people’s goals 

are to get secure economic. Some people success in their struggle and the rest do not. Some people are 

rich and others are controlled by the rich. Since we live in capitalism system, there are always be the rich 

and the poor therefore it is impossible to get equal power. There will always be leaders control the 

workers. In this case, some of them cause suffering to the poor. Someone with power achieves things she 

or he wants by forcing, threatening, and exploit less power ones. By those reasons, the poor become the 

object of the rich. This phenomenon is also depicted in literary work, Ship Breaker. 

Ship Breaker is a Young Adult fiction novel written by Paolo Bacigalupi. This novel was published 

in 2010. According to locusmag.com, Ship Breaker was nominated for the 2010 National Book Award 

for Young People's Literature, won the 2011 Michael L. Printz Award and Locus Award for the Best 

Young Adult Book, chosen for the American Library Association's Top Ten Best Fiction for Young 

Adults list 2011, and  Nominated for the Andre Norton Award for Young Adult Science Fiction and 

Fantasy. This novel deserves to be analyzed because its story exposes the exploited life of the labors which 

is completely relevant with the current condition where the practices of exploitation often occur.  

Paolo Bacigalupi‟s Ship Breaker is one of the examples of the rich people who use their money and 

power to exploit the poor people, written in a form of literary work, novel. Ship breaker is a group of 

scavenger who scavenge longdead ships. Ship breakers work in a dangerous area under exploitation from 

the company they work for. However, for them, it is better to work in an old oil tanker with rats, cats, 

petroleum fumes, and lack of fresh air rather than selling their body‟s parts to company, “She could sell 

off a kidney. Maybe tap out a couple pints of blood for the Harvesters. They‟re always buying (49).” 

This study is aimed to analyze how ship breakers’ exploitations toward the labors are portrayed 

through Marxist concepts in this text and to analyze the implications of exploitations towards the labors. 

Data collective and data analysis are used as methods of this study. Data collective consists of close 

reading, data classification based on problem statements and data selection to be analyzed. . Data 
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collective consists of close reading, data classification based on problem statements and data selection to 

be analyzed. Furthermore, data analysis consists of descriptive qualitative by using Marxist theory as 

conceptualized by Bressler, Eagleton and Parker. The exploitations are presented by the companies. The 

companies exploit the ship breaker labors by placing the labors in dangerous working condition, forcing 

and threatening them to work. According to Gary Lapon in the What do we mean by exploitation?, 

exploitation is described as this following: 

THE TERM "exploitation" often conjures up images of workers laboring in sweatshops for 12 hours or 

more per day, for pennies an hour, driven by a merciless overseer. This is contrasted to the ideal of a "fair 

wage day's wage for a fair day's work"--the supposedly "normal" situation under capitalism in which 

workers receive a decent wage, enough for a "middle class" standard of living, health insurance and security 

in their retirement. 

It can be seen from above that under capitalism system, workers would hardly get the ideal fair wage 

for their work. Working for almost all day along, workers would only get a few dollars as return. The 

capitalist system makes workers are further away from their dreams in getting standard of living, health 

insurance and security in their retirement. According to Marx, capitalist system causes many workers are 

exploited and make them live unfairly.  

This issue actually has been discussed in some studies. One thesis which uses the similar approach to 

this study is entitled The Marxist Concept of Alienation and Exploitation in of Mice and Men by Fatma 

Balci. Balci‟s study attempts to analyze John Steinbeck‟s Of Mice and Men from a Marxist perspective. 

I focuses on how the author of the novel could successfully bring out the alienated in capitalism from two 

different levels. The first level I focuses is how aesthetic features utilized by Steinbeck could portray 

alienation in the story. The second level will focus on the ways characters represent the alienation and 

exploited working class. I will also examines the ideology of the American Dream during the Great 

Depression and connect it with Max‟s understanding of capitalism. The next work is one of studies about 
exploitations toward labors coming from a thesis entitled Pramoedya Ananta Toer's criticisms in 
"stranded fish" and "creatures behind horse" as seen from the point of view of social realism by Ary 
Cahya Utomo. I showed how Social Realist criticism which based on Marxist theory existed in two short 
stories. The analysis was divided into three kinds of the main characters‟ criticisms in the stories. First is 
the criticism against Capitalism, then the criticisms against Feudalism and third is the criticism against 
Imperialism and Neo Colonialism. Another work is a study of classism entitled Criticism toward Classism 
of Victorian Period in Oscar Wilde’s Fairy Tales: A Marxist Criticism written by Anastasya Evalyn. I 

analyzed the ways the short stories criticized the classism of Victorian Period.  

The differences between those three works from this study are the subject and the problem of research. 

The first work used a novel entitled Of Mice and Men, while my study concerned more on the alienation. 

Moreover, this study more concerns with the exploitation itself in the Ship Breaker novel and reveals the 
implications of the exploitations to the life of ship breaker labors. This study also connected the ideology 

of American Dream with the enslaved labors.  

Method  

Data collection and data analysis are used as methods of this study. Data collection consisted of close 

reading, data classification based on problem statements and data selection to be analyzed. Close reading 

means reading for more than one time. Close reading is needed to understand the story of the novel. 

Obviously, the primary data as the main source is the novel itself but I needed secondary sources to 
strengthen the analysis from the primary source. I collected data from various books, journal, articles 
and gain information from internet source. The articles used as source are those related to capitalism 
and exploitation issues so that the readers could have a better understanding of this issue.  

The next step was data analysis. Marxist theory by Karl Marx is chosen as the theoretical framework 

of this study because it relates with the exploitation issue of this study. I analyzed the novel not only by 

using Karl Marx‟s concepts but also by using Marxist concepts as conceptualized by Bressler, Eagleton 
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and Parker. The last step in this method was providing the conclusion as the last parts of this study aimed 

to give clearer understanding of this study as whole.  

Discussion  

Social Differentiation and Clashes 

In modern society economic system, the differentiation of class occurs. There are higher social class 

and lower social class. In this novel, the bourgeoisie class is depicted trough a swank girl. She is one of 

the boss girls who owns a clipper ship. Her ship is loaded with silver (88). She, herself, is described as a 

pretty girl “with a “diamond-pierced nose” (90). She wears gold around her throat and her fingers (91). 

“Her wealth was huge. A ship full of food and luxury, her neck and fingers and wrists draped in gold and 

jewels, and face more beautiful than anything he had ever seen (105).” As a bourgeoisie, the girl is 

described as the one who has beauty and much money. This depiction shows that a bourgeoisie class has 

not only wealth but also beauty.  

 On the other hand, the lower class is placed by working class or well known as the proletariat. In this 

novel, Bacigalupi describes proletariat characters as ugly, skinny, hard but powerless, and less money. 

Pima, their boss girl, taller than rest and filling out like a woman, black as oil and hard as iron. Sloth, skinny 

and pale, bones and knots of knees and dirty blond hair, the next candidate for duct-and-scuttle work when 

Nailer got too big, her pale skin almost permanently sunburned and peeling (9). 

Unlike women in bourgeoisie class who have money and beauty, women in proletariat class are ugly 

and have no money. Bacigalupi describes the social differences between girl in bourgeoisie class and girl 

as ship breaker as “Two girls, two different lives, two different bits of luck (109).” The relations between 

these two different classes do not go well. The differentiation causes clashes among the ship breakers. 

Clashes occur among Nita, a swank girl, Nailer and Pima, scavengers. Sometimes Nailer and Pima argue 

with Nita because they do not trust her as a swank and they feel like she is underestimating on them 

because they are not swank 

The girl leaned forward, her face lit by the fire, her features suddenly cold. “If you hurt me, my father will 

come here and wipe you and yours off the face of the earth and feed your guts to dogs.” She sat back. “It’s 

your choice: Get rich helping me, or die poor (113).”  

“Screw it,” Pima said. “Let’s just drown her and be done (113).” 

“You should watch yourself,” he said. “You’re alone. You’re a long way from your swank servants (113).” 

Labor Slavery 

In the story, the companies place the labors in dark, damp, and dirty ducts inside shipwrecks. The 

companies divide ship breakers into two crews which are light crew and heavy crew. Nailer as the main 

character does his job as light crew. He takes responsibility for making quota by collecting the copper 

wiring, the aluminum, the nickel, the steel clips. He collects the light stuffs inside the ducts.  

Nailer clambered through a service duct, tugging at copper wire and yanking it free. He scrambled deeper 

into the duct, jerking more wire from its aluminum staples. A meter’s worth of precious copper tore loose 

in his hands and dust clouds enveloped him (1). 

Nailer as the main light crew in his crew is responsible for making quota. There is no excuse to be out 

of quota even though he works in a small and dark space. He keeps looking more wire and hand them to 

heavy crew. Bacigalupi states Nailer’s working condition as “Dust cascaded into his hair. Despite the 

filter mask, he started coughing, as powder leaked in around the poorly sealed edges. He sneezed, then 

sneezed again, eyes watering (2).” The companies have brought exploitations toward labors through their 

system. As in capitalist’s system, the capitalist takes profits as much as possible by placing workers in 
sweatshops.  

 Sweatshop is the term that has been around since the 19th century. This term is used to describe 

the condition where employees work for poor pay, few or no benefit, in harsh or dangerous environment, 

treated worst by employers and prevented for asking indemnity. According to Stephen Lendman, in 

Global Sweatshop Wage Slavery: Worker exploitation in America and globally”, the term itself refers to 

the technique of "sweating" the maximum profit from each worker:  



Allusion Volume 03 Number 01 (February 2014) | Sondang Marindah; Amir Fatah 

 

 
4 

 

A sweatshop is a workplace that violates the law and where workers are subject to: extreme exploitation, 

including the absence of a living wage or long hours; poor working conditions, such as health and safety 

hazards; arbitrary discipline, such as verbal or physical abuse, or fear and intimidation when they speak 

out, organize, or attempt to form a union.  

The company where Nailer works for puts him and other crews in a harsh working condition. Working 

in a sweatshop absolutely gives no beneficial but problems. By having placed the labors in sweatshop, the 

companies have also placed them in a danger. The companies sacrifice the labors’ rights as human, treat 

them inhumanly.  

He pulled the mask away and wiped his face, then pressed it back over his mouth and nose, willing the 

stickum to seal but not holding out much hope. The mask was a hand-me-down, given to him by his father. 

On its side, faded words said: DISCARDED AFTER 40 HOURS USE. But Nailer didn’t have another, and 

no one else either. He was lucky to have a mask at all, ....(2).” 

In order to get profits, the companies do not provide ship breakers with security stuffs so that they 

could decrease their outcome. “Lawson & Carlson won’t even supply filter masks because they say 

they’ve got to keep costs low (127).” It is labors who have to look after themselves. Nailer covers himself 

with a mask while other ship breakers do not have one. Nailer is lucky enough to have a mask although it 

must be no longer use. The companies have successfully made them feel usual with working in terrible 

and scary conditions. The labors feel like there is no other choice.  

Ship breakers are group of labors who do slashing and chopping, dicing the huge iron vessels into 

pieces, and then left the corpses scattered carelessly behind. They consist of both adults and youth. 

Whether they are adult or youth, male or female, as long as they make value they will be hired. There is 

no longer distinction of age and sex in capitalist society. They are valued based on how many profits they 

can produce with their labour-powers. Nailer or any other crew would be useless if they are out of quota.  

Dragging the old world’s flesh up the beach to the scrap weighing scales and the recycling smelters that 

burned 24-7 for the profit of Lawson & Carlson, the company that made all the cash from the blood and 

sweat of the ship breakers (7).  

Lawson & Carlson is one of the companies which bring money and buy labour-powers. General 

Electric, Patel Global Transit, FluidDesign and Kuok LG are ship breaking companies which pay for 

labors’ blood. Nailer and his crew work for Lawson & Carlson Company. By paying the labors less, the 

companies make all the cash from the blood and sweat of the ship breakers. The capitalists or the 

bourgeoisie have successfully enslaved the working class, or the proletariat through economic and 

political power to keep their wealth. In advanced capitalist’s system, as the owner of means productions, 

Lawson & Carlson has power to rule Nailer and his crews.   

As Marx & Engles argue in Manifesto of the Communist Party that Modern Industry has converted the little 

workshop of the patriarchal master into the great factory of the industrial capitalist. Masses of labourers, 

crowded into the factory, are organised like soldiers. As privates of the industrial army they are placed 

under the command of a perfect hierarchy of officers and sergeants. 

Marx described labors in modern industry as soldiers who work in industrial army. The ship breakers 

are treated like soldiers because they are ruled by the unequal systems and live in suffering as the effect 

of the systems. Labors have to agree with the idea of the bourgeoisie including working overtime. Ship 

breakers have to be ready whenever the companies call them to work.  

 Under the cruel system, ship breakers are enslaved by bourgeoisie. They are enslaved through their 

labour-powers and their time. There is no distinction in industrial army to hire a person to be its soldier. 

Industrial army has no concern to age and sex of a soldier to be but industrial army concerns with how 

much wealth can be produced by a soldier. Nailer as the ship breaker is one of labor examples who have 

to face all the dangerous effects from his work on his own way. In dangerous, Nailer has to be smart to 

save himself away from death. In a sweatshop, capitalist do not guarantee the safety of the labors therefore 

all risks of harsh works belong to labors. 
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Implications of Exploitations: Sustained Poverty 

Sustained poverty is one of the implications of exploitations toward the labors. Most of the young ship 

breakers come from ship breaker parents also. Their parents used to work as ship breaker and even still 

do. Pima’s mother, Sadna, does scavenge as heavy crew. “Her black skin gleamed in the candlelight of 

her shack. She’d left her own crew....(39).” Moon Girl, is also a daughter of an ex ship breaker. “Moon 

Girl, the shade of brown rice, whose mother had died with the last run of malaria and who worked light 

crew harder than anyone else because she’d seen the alternative,....(9).” There is also Nailer whose father 

is also a scavenger. “He had a surprisingly big crew with him as well,.. Crew tattooed snaked over their 

skin (131).” 

Those three youths are the instances of inherited poverty. Their parents both used to work and are used 

to work as scavengers. The child labors do the same as their old do. There is no improvement quality in 

their life. The capitalist’s system continuously put them into suffering. Even if they worked harder and 

harder, they still live in poverty. They worry of being starving everyday.  

Tick-tock’s dad claimed that none of them would grow that big anyway, because of the calories they didn’t 

eat. Nailer had felt his belly up against his spine enough times that he wondered what it would be like to 

have so much food. Wondered how it would feel to never wake in the middle of the night with his teeth 

chewing on his lips, fooling himself into thinking that he was about to eat meat.  But it was a stupid fantasy 

(12).  

It does not matter how hard they work all day along, they still can not eat properly. Nailer even has to 

fantasy how it would be like if he ate meat. Even if labors work harder than their boss, it does not put 

them into a good life easily. All ship breakers are starving. The ship breaking companies do not pay them 

properly so that they can not eat well. 

Under capitalist’s system, labors hardly have access to their base necessaries such as food, drink, 

clothing, and also transportation access. Chrisoula Andreou in article In Defence of Marx's Account of the 

Nature of Capitalist Exploitation, explains about Marx’s theory of the nature of capitalist exploitation as 

follows. 

In some of his early works, Marx suggests that the poverty of the workers goes hand in hand with capitalist 

production. For example, in "Alienated Labor" he claims that in capitalist society, "labor produces marvels 

for the wealthy but it produces deprivation for the worker" (61). Indeed, "so much does the realization of 

labor appear as diminution [of the worker] that the worker is diminished to the point of starvation" (61). 

This view, that as a necessary result of the capitalist mode of production the average worker is deprived of 

many of the necessaries of life, is one that Marx had abandoned by the time he wrote Capital. In Capital, 

Marx suggests that it is not part of the "inner essence" of capitalist exploitation that the worker be deprived 

of the necessaries of life. 

In this novel, the ship breakers are also deprived from necessaries of life. Ship breakers do not eat 

properly. They do not eat calories therefore they are skinny. “They’d all starved (28).” As a consequence, 

having access to luxury items are far away from their capacity. There is no possibility for them to have 

luxury items if they still starve.  

There is no accessibility to economy is the result of there is no accessibility to the means of 

productions. According to Bressler, Marx argued that as a result of capitalist’s society with ideology 

influence, workers would have no contact with the entire process of producing, distributing, and 

consuming material goods (194). Ship breakers only look for copper wire then strip it but they do not 

know how to produce it to be things with use-value. They do not even know what are worth things on 

board because they only deal with the ducts and wire inside it.  

The sustained poverty caused moral hazards in labors’ personality. The moral hazards occur around 

their society. These moral hazards can be seen in the relation among labors. Pima and Nailer find out a 

big clipper lay on its side, a ship which was swamped and broken by the storm (83). They see there are 

so many scavenge inside the ship that made them amazed by that. They see meat and big floppy steaks 

on a locker. They are hungry with what they see. Finding all of the worth scavenges made Pima is 
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uncontrolled. She finds a dead body in one of the cabins. “A shirtless man, his eyes still wide, crabs 

lurking in his guts (85).” 

“Well, he won’t care if we scavenge,” Pima muttered (85)” 

“You going to scavenge him?” Nailer asked (85)” 

“He’s got pockets. (85)” 

“Nailer shook his head. “I’m not touching him. (86)” 

“Dont’be a licebiter. (86)” 

“She flashed scavenged coins at him meaningfully. It was enough money to feed them for a week. 

Copper coins and a damp wad of Chinese red paper cash (87).”  Even though the man is dead but it is still 

wrong to steal his stuffs. They also take all the valuable silvers all over the ship.  

However, Pima and Nailer are not the ones who want all worth scavenge in the ship. Nailer’s father, 

Richard Lopez and his crew want that ship too. Nailer and his father have a bad relationship because of 

the poverty. The bad relation between Nailer and his father ends up with the dead of the father in a fight 

with the son. 

Nailer hit the floor. His ankle blossomed with pain. The scream of machinery cut off abruptly. Nailer looked 

up. His father dangled above him, half his body sucked into the hydrofoil’s gear system.  Blood showed on 

his teeth (309). 

Nailer’s father is about to die. He is getting weak. He asked Nailer for a help but Nailer ignored him. 

“Come on, Lucky Boy,” his father croaked. “We’re family. Help me out.” Licked bloody lips. “Please,” 

he said. And then, more softly, “I’m sorry.” (310).” Nailer decides not to help out his father instead he 

comes to the girl. “Nailer’s body shook with revulsion. He gave his father one last look then turned away, 

limping for where Lucky Girl lay bound (310).” Those moral hazards that occur in labors’ society, most 

of them are caused by the poverty. They become greedy, hungry for food. The capitalist’s system has 

caused moral changes in their personality into a more hazard personality. These moral hazards could break 

society.  

Labors gradually sink into proletariat class because they are less skilled. Their skill does not suffice 

with the demands of Modern Industry. Hence, they could only come to capitalist class to sell their labour-

powers. The longer they work for capitalist, the more they lose power. Nalier as a light crew and other 

light crew have to keep their size down because light crew need small bodies otherwise they will get 

bounce off the crew. “Light crew needed small bodies. Most kids got bounced off the crew by the time 

they hit their midteens, even if they starved themselves to keep their size down (12).” Under capitalism 

system, labors do not have rights to choose what they want, including child ship breakers.  

If Nalier failed to pull quota, Bapi would slash out his work tattoos and give Sloth a try. And Pima couldn’t 

do a damn thing about it. Nailer wriggled onward, driven by Sloth’s hungry words. More and more copper 

came down in his hands (18). 

Less skilled and less money are major reasons of labors powerless to empowerment. The powerless to 

empowerment have caused worse and worse life for labors. The capitalist has set the system and labors’ 

life.  

Base and Superstructure 

“The social relations between men are bound up with the way they produce their material life 

(Eagleton 2).” One can not be judged whether one is a proletariat or a bourgeoisie only by one’s DNA 

(deoxyribonucleic acid). Such status is not given innately but depends upon one’s position within the 

social relations of one’s time. These relationships including the modes of production and the class basis 

of a society.  

Upon this economic ‘base’ arises a complex ‘superstructure’- certain forms of law, institutions and political 

organisation which reflect the dominant social relationships; it also comprises an immense range of 

conventions and ideas, such as politics, philosophy, morality, and art. (http://marxist-theory-of-

art.blogspot.com/2009/02/base-and-superstructure.html).  



Labour Exploitation in Paolo Bacigalupi’s Ship Breaker 

 

 
7 

 

In Ship Breaker, the “base” is the ship breaker labors, while the superstructure is manifested in the 

ideology of the ruling class, including laws. Ship breakers as the part of “productive forces” (labor, 

instruments, and raw material) in the modes of production are owned by the owners of the companies 

through laws. The owners of the companies use their power to violate laws. The companies violate laws 

by exploiting the ship breakers but the companies are not punished for doing exploitation. The companies 

get more and more profits from exploited ship breakers, while the ship breakers do not prosecute the 

companies for exploitations they get because the companies control their life. Hence, the superstructure 

in ship breaker’s society is controlled by the owners of the companies. 

Ship Breaker is set in the dystopian society. In dystopian literature, the story is often unresolved. Nailer 

successfully saves Nita but he sacrifices his father. Moreover, at the end of the story, Nailer is still a labor 

for the dystopian, the leader of the society. Nailer’s individual stand to change his life is fail. Through 

Ship Breaker, Bacigalupi delivers the idea that in the futuristic world, human would still live in capitalist 

society. Moreover, in the future, capitalist class with their money and power will make everything to be 

more sophisticated. By having more advanced means of production, the proletariat will be harder fight 

against the capitalist. 

Eagleton asserts that superstructure contains of “definite forms of social consciousness” (political, 

religious, ethical, aesthetic and so on), which Marxism defines as ideology. Moreover, he states that “The 

function of ideology, also, is to legitimate the power of the ruling class in society; in the last analysis, the 

dominant ideas of a society are the ideas of its ruling class (3).” Bressler explains that Marx asserts that 

such ideology has led to exploitation, fragmentation, alienation to individual, mostly proletariat (94).  

The capitalist forms each labor’s self-definition, including the company where Nailer and other crew 

work for as Eagleton defines about ideology “Ideology is not the first place a set of doctrines; it signifies 

the way men live out their roles in class-society, the values, ideas and images which tie them to their 

social functions and so prevent them from a true knowledge of society as a whole (8).” The company 

makes ship breakers believe that they are powerless, worthless, and unskillful, therefore the only way for 

ship breakers to be useful is work and make use value. This ideology works when ship breakers work 

harder because they believe that they will be useless if they do not make profits “no one was worth keeping 

if they didn’t make a profit (18).” The ship breakers do not want to be off from crew but they work harder 

in order to change their life. The ideology does work because ship breakers work harder and harder 

everyday and they still as proletariat class. Ship breakers can not move anywhere. 

Whether consciously or unconsciously, the working class, also called wage slaves are influenced by 

the ruling class ideology forces, hence the bourgeoisie take chance to develop and controls the 

superstructure. This system leads the rich become richer and the poor become poorer and live in a more 

suffering and oppression (Bressler 194). Bressler argued that by controlling material relationship, the 

bourgeoisie control a society’s ideology 

Conclusion 

As labors, ship breakers undergo the society’s system that limits their actions in life. They live in 

society which believes ones with lack of money and skill will automatically sink into proletariat class. 

The system which expects labors work hard and produce wealth for capitalist. The system which causes 

labors live in undeserved living condition and poverty. In such a society, Nailer and other crew play as 

ship breakers who live under capitalist system that leads to poverty. Nailer and other labors experience 

uneasiness due to the limited choices of life and the worry that they can not survive without capitalist. 

The exploitations throughout ship breaker labors are covered by analyzing differentiations and clashes, 

and labor slavery that exist in labors’ society. As a result, the exploitations cause some effects to labors’ 

social life such as sustained poverty, no accessibility to economy, moral hazard, and powerlessness. 

Through base and superstructure, the capitalists use their ideology to make proletariat are controlled 

easier.  
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