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ABSTRACT: The paper aims to bring a new perspective to the public opinion about garment 

factories in third world countries, known as sweatshops. This is a reaction to the highly publicized 

anti-sweatshop campaigns. We try to answer to the question: are sweatshops a reason for poverty or 

a sign that the countries who host them are on the right path towards economic progress? 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
  

The term ‗sweatshop‘ is heavy with 

emotional, historical, and moral significance. 

It brings on one‘s mind images of women and 

children working long days in cramped, rat-

infested quarters, abused by their supervisors 

and paid very bad, but enough to survive and 

work another day [1]. To others it will 

suggest the horrors of Mexican maquiladoras, 

where young female apparel workers are 

often subject to sexual harassment from the 

local supervisors, and punished severely for 

any attempt to organize into syndicates [2].  

The term also suggests that the responsibility 

for these situations falls on the shoulders of 

the average consumer. By an act as simple as 

buying a dress or sport shoes for children, one 

is providing economic support to the system 

which encourages these inhuman sweatshops 

mentioned above [3]. The only difference 

between the consumer who buys sweatshop-

made products and the supervisor who runs 

the sweatshop is physical proximity to the 

offence. Morally speaking, we are all guilty 

[4].  

But guilty of what, exactly? The term 

‗sweatshop‘ is something that can be subject 

to objection. 

What are the conditions which have to be met 

by a business before the term ―sweatshop‖ is 

appropriately applied? What makes a 

sweatshop a sweatshop? Are American 

retailers and apparel manufacturers exploiting 

workers in Central America and elsewhere by 

using factories that pay so much less than 

those in the United States? Or are the big 

retailers providing a financial boost for people 

who would be worse off without the jobs and 

in the process helping to set Third World 

countries on a path to more sophisticated 

economies and higher wages?  These are 

some issues that we aim to tackle in the 

following paper. 

 

2. BRIEF INFORMATION ABOUT 

SWEATSHOPS IN GENERAL 
 

2.1 Definitions 
The issues surrounding sweatshops and their 

economic context are so complicated that not 

even the definition of the term is free from 

controversy [5].  

A sweatshop is defined by The U.S. General 

Accounting Office as ―an employer that 

violates more than one federal or state law 

governing minimum wage and overtime, child 

labor, industrial homework, occupational 
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safety and health, workers compensation, or 

industry regulation‖ [6]. Some economists 

argue that this definition has the advantage of 

providing clear standards with which to assess 

the status of sweatshops within the United 

States and a legal basis for starting a legal 

action against them[7]. Matt Zwolinski from 

University of San Diego says that in certain 

contexts, this definition may be entirely 

appropriate, but its disadvantage is that it 

seems too narrow to serve as a general 

definition [1]. 

Sweatshop workers report horrible working 

conditions [8] including sub-minimum wages, 

no benefits, non-payment of wages, forced 

overtime, sexual harassment, verbal abuse, 

corporal punishment, and illegal firings. 

Children can often be found working in 

sweatshops instead of going to school. 

Sweatshop operators avoid giving maternity 

leave by firing pregnant women and forcing 

women workers to take birth control or to 

abort their pregnancies.  

Sweatshop operators can best control workers 

that are ignorant of their rights as workers. 

Therefore, bosses often refuse to hire 

unionized workers and intimidate or fire any 

worker suspected of speaking with union 

representatives [5]. 

Many of today‘s sweatshops exist outside of 

the United States, in countries where legal 

protection for labour is minimal [9]. Often, 

these companies operate without breaking any 

of the laws of their home country at all. If we 

wish to condemn these operations as 

‗sweatshops,‘ the legal definition will be 

inadequate.  

The precise meaning of the term ‗sweatshop‘ 

will vary depending on context. Historical and 

legal definitions have their role, but a moral 

definition of a sweatshop will reflect our 

judgment that the producer is treating its 

employees inhumanely, or that it is violating 

their basic human rights or simple standards 

of decency. This definition, too, has its 

problems, because it raises moral questions 

such as what moral obligations employers 

have toward their employees, or what is a fair 

wage for a day‘s work.  

 

2.2 Companies that are operating 

sweatshops 

Many of the companies directly running 

sweatshops are small and don't have much 

name recognition. However, virtually every 

retailer in the U.S. has ties to sweatshops 

[10]. Other companies contract out their 

production to overseas manufacturers whose 

labor rights violations have been exposed by 

U.S. and international human rights groups.  

Large corporations almost always use contract 

manufacturing firms to produce their goods. 

In this way, corporations separate themselves 

from the production of their own goods and 

try to claim that the working conditions under 

which their goods are produced are not their 

responsibility [11].  

 

2.3 The behavior of the governments from 

the countries hosting sweatshops 

Business and government are a lot more 

connected to each other than most people 

think. The economy rewards the highest 

bidder among consumers and the lowest 

bidder among producers. Foreign 

governments, desperate for economic gain, 

often deliberately set their national minimum 

wage below what it would take a worker to 

support herself and her family [8], [10], [11]. 

The citizens of a country starve and suffer 

while the elite class and corrupt government 

officials reap the benefits of globalization 

[12].  

Most of the governments of the developing 

countries opposed including any labor rights 

and environmental protections in trade 

agreements [13]. They viewed low wages and 

lax pollution control laws as major assets they 

could offer to international investors - prime 

lures for job-creating factories and the capital 

they so desperately needed for other 

development-related purposes. Indeed, they 

observed, most rich countries ignored the 

environment and limited workers' power (to 

put it kindly) early in their economic 

histories.  

 

3. SWEATSHOPS IN 

DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
 

Kristof and Wudunn, two journalists from the 

New York Times wrote vast reports about 

sweatshops in developing countries from 
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Asia. Like most Westerners, they arrived in 

the region outraged at sweatshops. In time, 

though, they came to accept the view 

supported by most Asians: that the campaign 

against sweatshops risks harming the very 

people it is intended to help [14]. But beneath 

their grime, sweatshops are a clear sign of the 

industrial revolution that is beginning to 

reshape Asia. 

This is not to praise sweatshops. Some 

managers are brutal, forcing their employees 

to work in inhuman conditions and 

demanding sexual favors, as we described 

above, and agitation for improved safety 

conditions can be helpful, just as it was in 

19th-century Europe. But Asian workers 

would be angry at the idea of American and 

European consumers boycotting certain toys 

or clothing in protest. The simplest way to 

help the poorest Asians would be to buy more 

from sweatshops, not less [14].  

Even if it sounds surprising for occidentals, 

Kristof and Wudunn have discovered after 

talking with sweatshop workers that they all 

seemed to regard it as a plus if a factory 

allowed them to work long hours [14]. Some 

had chosen to work in some particular 

factories precisely because it offered them the 

chance to earn more.  

 

3.1 Sweatshops often benefit the economies 

of developing nations 

Looking from an economic point of view, 

westerner‘s worries about sweatshops are 

excessive. Those sweatshops tended to 

generate the wealth to solve the problems they 

created [15]. If Americans had reacted to the 

horror stories in the 1980's by curbing imports 

of those sweatshop products, then neither 

southern China nor South Korea would have 

registered as much progress as they have 

today [16].  

The truth is that the sweatshops factories in 

Dongguan and the rest of southern China 

contributed to a remarkable explosion of 

wealth [17]. Wages have risen from about $50 

a month to $250 a month or more. Factory 

conditions have improved as businesses tried 

to attract and keep the best workers. A private 

housing market has emerged, and video 

arcades and computer schools have opened to 

cater to workers with rising incomes and a 

middle class is emerging [14].  

Partly because of these tens of thousands of 

sweatshops, China's economy has become one 

of the hottest in the world [17]. If China's 30 

provinces were counted as individual 

countries, then the 20 fastest- growing 

countries in the world between 1978 and 1995 

would all have been Chinese. When Britain 

launched the Industrial Revolution in the late 

18th century, it took 58 years for per capita 

output to double [18]. In China, per capita 

output has been doubling every 10 years [14].  

The most vibrant parts of Asia are nearly all 

in what might be called the Sweatshop Belt, 

from China and South Korea to Malaysia, 

Indonesia and even Bangladesh and India. 

Today these sweatshop countries control 

about one-quarter of the global economy [8]. 

As the industrial revolution spreads through 

China and India, there are good reasons to 

think that Asia will continue increase its 

economic growth. It‘s difficult to imagine 

how sweatshops offer a route to prosperity, 

when the wages are sometimes less than $1 a 

day [8]. However, for some it can be a life-

transforming wage [19]. 

Even if they are a big source of misery, 

sweatshops at least offer an escape from the 

poverty that is the developing world's greatest 

problem [16]. Over the past 50 years, 

countries like India opposed foreign 

exploitation, while countries that started at a 

similar economic level - like Taiwan and 

South Korea - accepted sweatshops as the 

price of development. Today there can be no 

doubt about which approach worked better.  

The economies of third world nations often 

benefit from the introduction of low-wage 

manufacturing jobs [14], [16]. Many 

economists argue that these "sweatshop" jobs 

can offer the world‘s poor a release from 

malnourishment and destitution. The recent 

economic development of several nations - 

including Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan - is 

rooted in the proliferation of industrial plants 

that utilize cheap labor [20]. Typically, the 

alternatives to such jobs are unemployment, 

increased poverty, or work in even more 

abusive, hazardous environments. Those 

concerned about the exploitation of workers 

must recognize that the presence of 
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sweatshops in the developing world is 

actually the first step toward economic 

prosperity [16].  

 

3.2 The evolution of jobs 

According to E. Lazear [14], a country that's 

willing to accept low-wage jobs can build 

itself into an economic powerhouse in a 

surprisingly short time. David Henderson, 

explains that workers manage to save some 

money even on those small salaries, while at 

the same time enabling their children to stay 

in school longer [22]. 

―As a country accumulates more economic 

capital and more human capital, it's able to 

invest in better industries with better salaries,‖ 

Henderson said. ―And eventually the low-

wage industries leave because the pay is too 

low to attract anyone. That's why the garment 

industry keeps moving‖ [14], [22].  

 

3.3 Sweatshops and globalization 

For the most part, it seems, workers in rich 

countries have little to fear from 

globalization, and a lot to gain. But is the 

same thing true for workers in poor countries? 

The answer is that they are even more likely 

than their rich-country counterparts to benefit, 

because they have less to lose and more to 

gain [10], [11], [16]. 

Orthodox economics takes an optimistic line 

on integration and the developing countries. 

Openness to foreign trade and investment 

should encourage capital to flow to poor 

economies [23]. In the developing world, 

capital is scarce, so the returns on investment 

there should be higher than in the 

industrialized countries, where the best 

opportunities to make money by adding 

capital to labor have already been used up. If 

poor countries lower their barriers to trade 

and investment, the theory goes, rich 

foreigners will want to send over some of 

their capital [24]. 

If this inflow of resources arrives in the form 

of loans or portfolio investment, it will 

supplement domestic savings and loosen the 

financial constraint on additional investment 

by local companies. If it arrives in the form of 

new foreign-controlled operations [24], FDI, 

so much the better: this kind of capital brings 

technology and skills from abroad packaged 

along with it, with less financial risk as well. 

In either case, the addition to investment 

ought to push incomes up, partly by raising 

the demand for labor and partly by making 

labor more productive [13], [14], [23], [24]. 

This is why workers in FDI-receiving 

countries should be in an even better position 

to profit from integration than workers in 

FDI-sending countries [16]. The benefits that 

a rich country gets through trade do not come 

at the expense of its poor-country trading 

partners, or vice versa [19]. Recall that 

according to the theory, trade is a positive-

sum game. In all these transactions, both 

sides—exporters and importers, borrowers 

and lenders, shareholders and workers—can 

gain.  

 

4. ANTI-SWEATSHOP 

MOVEMENTS 
 

Anti-sweatshop organizations have achieved 

an impressive level of organization and 

influence in the last several years [25], [26]. 

Campus groups have persuaded university 

administrators at many of the colleges around 

the world to refuse to buy school apparel from 

companies who use sweatshop labor [27]. The 

activists demand that corporations pay a 

"living wage." and agree to international 

monitoring or face the loss of collegiate 

licensing privileges - which amount to some 

$2.5 billion in annual revenue [28].  

So far, evidence has shown that boycotts and 

public pressure do get results, but perhaps not 

the kinds of results that are in the best 

interests of sweatshop workers [25], [28].  

Free traders argue that instead of providing 

better working conditions or higher wages, 

which had until then offset the costs of 

relocating overseas, western companies 

respond to public pressure by simply closing 

down their third world plants, or by ceasing to 

do business with contractors who operate 

sweatshops [16]. The result: thousands of 

people already in a bad situation then find 

themselves in a worse one. The United 

Nations organization UNICEF reports that an 

international boycott of the Nepalese carpet 

industry in the mid-1990s caused several 



Annals of the „Constantin Brancusi” University of Targu Jiu, Engineering Series , No. 3/2019 

 

159 

 

plants to shut down and forced thousands of 

Nepalese girls into prostitution [29].  

A consortium of anti-sweatshop groups threw 

the spotlight on football stitching plants in 

Pakistan. In response, Nike and Reebok shut 

down their plants in Pakistan and several 

other companies followed suit. The result: 

tens of thousands of Pakistanis were again 

unemployed. According to UPI, mean family 

income in Pakistan fell by more than 20% 

[30]. This particular issue on the Pakistani 

soccer ball ban is tackled by journalist 

Thomas Larson in his book Race to the Top 

[31]. Keith E. Maskus, an economist at the 

University of Colorado made a research [32] 

about the same problem and concluded: "The 

celebrated French ban on soccer balls sewn in 

Pakistan for the World Cup in 1998 resulted 

in significant dislocation of children from 

employment. Those who tracked them found 

that a large proportion ended up begging 

and/or in prostitution." 

In response, several activist groups have 

stopped calling for boycotts, and started to 

make pressure on the governments in whose 

countries the multinational corporations call 

home [14].  

Still, free traders argue, companies make 

decisions that are in the best interests of their 

shareholders and investors, and so if locating 

overseas isn‘t offset enough by cheap labor to 

make the investment worthwhile, companies 

will merely choose not to invest, costing poor 

countries thousands of jobs [19].  

 

5. TWO MORAL QUESTIONS 

INSTEAD OF A CONCLUSION  
 

For all the controversy that surrounds the 

issue of sweatshops, one thing is perfectly 

clear: conditions in sweatshops are usually 

horrible. But no matter how significant these 

details may be, the conclusion that anybody 

can come to, after making little research on 

the issue is: by any first-world standard of 

decency, sweatshop conditions are atrocious.  

Even if we agree that conditions in 

sweatshops are horrible, we still must answer 

two important questions in order to reach any 

settled moral conclusion. First, are companies 

who contract with sweatshop manufacturers 

doing anything wrong? And second, whether 

they are wrong or not, what should we do 

about the situation of sweatshops?  

It is difficult to come to any generally 

applicable conclusions about the wrongness 

of sweatshops or the desirability of any sort of 

regulatory or consumer-driven alternative. By 

way of general principle, we can only say that 

any reasonable policy will need to pay careful 

attention to the way in which alternative 

stances towards sweatshops actually affect the 

persons they are intended to help. Discovering 

what helps and what doesn‘t is less a matter 

of applying a pre-packaged ideology (free-

market or anti-sweatshop) than it is of doing 

careful research into the unique local 

conditions of particular sweatshops and their 

political and economic contexts.  
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