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Labor Practices 

Illegal labor is a reality that lives in the back of our minds. Many people know and understand that there 

are working conditions all over the world that are highly controversial, specifically in sweatshops. However, few 

know the extent of what sweatshop workers encounter every day and don’t realize that the way these factories 

operate have a significant global impact and are of local importance as well. While we may not be directly 

associated with sweatshops, there are multiple ways that every one of us is impacted by them. 

When it comes to sweatshops’ impact on the environment, there is some opposition. One opinion is that 

there are little to no environmental risks associated exclusively with sweatshops. The argument presented is that 

sweatshops function like any other factory in regard to the chemicals emitted and the pollution of water and other 

local sources. Thoughts like this make sweatshops seem almost acceptable in the eyes of citizens. The line 

between sweatshops and any other production factory is blurred and there are fewer people noticing the vast 

differences. The more that can be compared versus being contrasted between the two, the more people write off 

sweatshops as a concern. There is, however, another perspective. A factory is categorized as a sweatshop if it 

violates two or more labor laws. Many factories that do operate as sweatshops break multiple labor laws. 

However, in countries with more lax laws than the United States, particularly Asian countries like Indonesia and 

China, sweatshops are not thought of as crimes in the same way they are here.[iii] Considering this, it is not hard 

to believe that these same countries lack the restrictions and regulations that we have regarding factory emissions 

and waste management. The reality is that sweatshops are not environmentally friendly by any means. Perhaps 

one of the last concerns of sweatshop owners is the impact on the environment. The big picture is the big dollar 

sign. Emissions are not monitored or regulated and the amount of waste leaked into surrounded water sources is 

incredibly dangerous. No one can be sure just how far these pollutants travel and how much of the world is 

directly or indirectly affected by the ignorance of sweatshop owners. It’s fair to say that the impact of the 

unregulated pollutants is substantial on a small scale and notable on a large scale. While their existence is 
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alarming in and of itself, the effect that these poorly-kept establishments have on the environment makes each and 

every one of us a part of this issue and should make us all the more interested in better understanding the problem. 

 The poor environment of many of these countries has a lot to do with its cultural characteristics. 

A commonality within all of the Bangladesh, El Salvador, and China is a lack of good education. Although being 

a cliché, a good education creates an exponential amount of opportunities in life, even a full high school education 

will be an advantage in a community of these sorts. In china they only require nine years of education1. In 

Bangladesh there is not a sophisticated school system (although there are many efforts to make schooling 

accessible to every child)2. In El Salvador there is a twelve year education system but it is not free3. Education 

being free is the key point of public education especially for children in these situations. When a child has to pay 

for basic schooling it creates a circle. They must work to go to school. Then have to go to school to get out of the 

factory and move onto an enlightened life. Having the government force at least twelve years of schooling similar 

to first world countries would solve the problem of a scarcity of educated work force. It creates brand new lives 

for their population and completely changes the culture of the student life at the start then the culture of the adult, 

completely changing the basis of the country. On the flip side of mandatory twelve year education, taking children 

out of the work force would do immense damage to the profits of the shops due to a smaller employment 

                                                 
1 "Overview of Education in China." Overview of Education in China - China Education Center. Aug. 2012. China 
Education Center. 28 Feb. 2013 <http://www.chinaeducenter.com/en/cedu.php>. 

2 "Strengthening education in Bangladesh." United Nations Development Programme. 2010. United Nations 
Development Programme. Feb. 2013 
<http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/capacitybuilding/successstories/Bangladesh-
indigenous-languages-education/>. 

3 "Education System in El Salvador." El Salvador Education System. 2012. Foreign Credits. Feb. 2013 
<http://www.classbase.com/countries/El-Salvador/Education-System>. 
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selection4. If the factories were to be closed due to not having students to work in, it would be more detrimental to 

the community then the company. The closure of a factory would be absolutely horrific to any who worked in it. 

There are other low level jobs that they could get, but they would not get nearly as much money on weekly basis 

compared to the long harsh hours in the sweatshop making today’s stylish youth clothing. If the companies were 

forced to close their doors it wouldn’t only have an effect on the laboring countries but as well as any store 

harboring their products. Companies such as Nike would have to raise their prices on their products just to 

compensate for having to pay an average wage. A potential consequence of this is changing the cultural face in 

places where big brands such as Nike use sweatshops. Teenagers would look towards cheaper smaller non-

mainstream clothing. This could help the smaller, more local economy and up and coming design artists. 

Unfortunately, some of these cultural impacts influence what is considered ethical, and, what isn’t. 

Though most people know the unethical side of forced labor in sweatshop, not many realize the gritty details that 

often occur in these shops. Such atrocities as beatings, sexual abuse, unpaid overtime, no health standards, and 

some days pass by with very little food for these employees.5 Such abuse has been shown under the microscope to 

the public in recent years and many companies have been forced to change these ethical conditions.[ii]. Many of 

the employees in these factories reported rape and report they were under armed guard for 16 hours a day all 

while making barely enough to eat and survive on.[iii] Even if sweatshop employees become organized and 

demand higher wages companies will simply move their factories to a country that is willing to work.. This is not 

only a less than respectable business strategy but a disgraceful act of human values. Another downside that these 

situation such as this I propose that companies increase the wages by 50 % for each employees, though this may 

only increase a day’s pay by a couple of dollars it could go a long way for citizens that each penny and drop of 

water counts. Not only would companies increase pay but they would hire more employees, though this means 

                                                 
4 Lendman, Stephen. "Global Research." Bangladesh Sweatshop Fire. 29 Nov. 2012. Global Research. 
<http://www.globalresearch.ca/bangladesh-sweatshop-fire/5313514>. 
5 Joyce, M. C. (2002). Students against sweatshops. Library Journal, 127(11), 80-80. Retrieved from 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/196835017?accountid=2830 
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less hours for everyone it would mean that each employee would work less drastic hours, be healthier and get 

more time with their families. When a company is able to outsource jobs to countries who will work for less they 

are able to create an enormous amount of product but when they are able to create so much product the demand 

for it goes down wages for the workers goes down as well. This creates a vicious cycle that only benefits large 

corporations and companies, they get bulk product for a minimum price and the employees continue to get 

mistreated, beaten, taken advantage of and receive low wages. Most citizens in developing or third world 

countries have very slim options when it comes to providing for themselves. Though sweatshops on average may 

only pay $2 a day this wage is still better than an agricultural life where wages are half as big and the labor in 

many times is much more back breaking. In some cases sweatshops may provide a quality of life that most would 

not come to expect. Such as some workplaces providing housing, clothing, food and relativity fair wages. Though 

with two varying sides and stances on the issue of whether forced labor in sweatshops is ethical what is the 

solution? Many economists and political leaders struggle with what should be done about sweatshops just as 

much as normal citizens. On the one hand no one wants to give up the inexpensive labor that outsourcing provides 

no one supports the abuse and unethical practices that are incorporated with sweatshops. We must meet at a 

middle ground that is able to satisfy and provide a quality life for the workers in these shops and factories but also 

keep businesses satisfied as well. Though no solution is perfect for a To insure that these procedures are followed, 

would occur to enforced proper procedure. If not correctly followed the company who runs the factory would face 

severe fines and penalties.  This would not only show that companies care about the ethical rights of human 

beings the product quality would be of better quality when the employees working would be happy, well rested 

and well fed. Everyone in the world wants to think of themselves as ethically sound, one who cares about the 

rights of everyone and wants all the people in the world to be happy and well provided, yet money has a way of 

trumping everything. 

In theory, laws should uphold “just” ethics, but this is not always the case. The prevalence of illegal labor 

creates some interesting controversies in the law. Sweatshops in particular are a huge part of the legal conflict, 
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and are seen mostly in third world countries. The legal controversy comes in when minors work for extended 

periods of time. Most countries define a minor to be someone under the age of 18. With special laws targeted at 

this age group, we could reduce the amount of sweatshops and other forms of illegal labor. The other legal foe in 

this picture is the fact that some areas of labor occur on unsafe grounds and dangerous working conditions. The 

benefits are a no brainer. First off, the safety of children would be increased. Physical harm is a product of many 

sweatshops due to detrimental work environments, and the social dangers include mental harm and trauma.6 Also, 

it could reduce the likelihood of involvement in other illegal activity, including but not limited to drug dealing, 

prostitution, and illegal factory work. By putting specific laws in place, we would also improve the chances of 

children receiving a quality education as opposed to having to work instead. However, the legal scale must be 

applied in both directions. The biggest benefit legalizing various forms of labor and lowering standards is that it 

provides labor for dirt cheap. This supports a disgusting number of powerful companies; Nike, Wal-Mart, and the 

Gap are a few examples of this.7 Companies that refuse to use illegal labor are at a disadvantage compared to 

other vast corporations that use this to better their financial stability. These scenarios take advantage of “unjust” 

laws that support labor, since they might not be morally correct, but it is legalized due to its yields in huge 

economic benefits.8  The “just” variation of laws supporting labor would create the ability for minors to help their 

families, especially if the parents are unable to include employing children for work. Benefits include keeping 

them off the streets, which can arguably prevent the correlation between youth and crime, and teaching skills that 

can be applied in the workforce later in life. If the stereotypes of child labor were avoided, including life 

                                                 
6Wilson, Amanda. “Sweatshops: A Dirty History of Discrimination and Ignorance.” ATLIS. Atlantic 

International Studies Organization. Web. 15 February 2013.  

  
7 “2010 Sweatshop Hall of Shame.” International Labor Rights Forum. International Labor Rights 

Forum. 17 Nov. 2011. Web. 15 February 2013.  

8 “First, Second, and Third World.” One World Nations Online. Nations Online. 2013. Web. 18 February 2013 
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threatening conditions and extensive hours, these sorts of laws should be ethically acceptable.9 For these reasons, 

specific laws should be made not to oppose child labor, but also to support certain aspects of it, as long as it 

doesn’t encourage the exploitation of labor to benefit the kind of companies listed above. In conclusion, globally, 

laws need to be created targeting the extensive hours and poor conditions of illegal labor, while retaining its 

economic benefit. From a more local standpoint, laws need to be created in the United States to legalize forms of 

labor, but only if this same criteria of working hours and conditions is met. 

 Some laws influence trade between companies, and ultimately, global economics. Sweatshops mostly 

occur in developing countries as a result of free trade agreements that allow companies to use factories outside of 

their base country to produce their products. In choosing a factory, companies look for countries with the least 

amount of factory regulations and the lowest wages so that they can sell their products in first world markets and 

make a higher profit. The workers in the factories are most commonly young women and children who are paid 

on average only $1.25 an hour or even $1.25 a day. A worker in El Salvador can expect to earn $.24 for every 

NBA jersey that they produce despite the fact that the jersey will sell for around $140 in America. If a factory 

tried raising their wages, the foreign company would then pull their product and the factory would be forced to 

shut down. As a result, instead of making very little money, hundreds of people would now be making no money 

at all, further exacerbating the economy of that country in times of recession. Even though the business practices 

of sweatshops are deplorable, and the workers are not paid as much as they should be, sweatshops are a vital 

aspect of the world’s economy. Foreign investment from companies like Nike and Reebok greatly help a country 

to move from the status of a third world developing country and begin progressing toward a developed economy. 

Because of the fact that sweatshops keep prices low in markets, and help develop a country’s economy, abolishing 

the practice would prove to be a bad idea, but a viable solution to the problems of unsafe conditions in factories 

and the poor wages for workers, could be the implementation of requirements that a company must meet in order 
                                                 
9 Adler, Robert S., Bigoness, William J. “Contemporary Ethical Issues in Labor Management Relations.” Springer 
Link. Springer Science and Business Media. May 1992. Web. 16 February 2013. 
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to employ a factory to make their product. A minimum standard for wages of about 3% of the final sale price of a 

product would raise the El Salvadorian worker’s wages from only $.24 to $4.20 per jersey. Also, requirement of 

minimum safety standards would help cut back on the number of injuries occurring on the job. 

 From a conclusive standpoint, the environment, culture, ethical background, prevalence of laws, and 

economic influences all come together to create the problems and benefits of illegal labor. Specifically, the first 

four sides of labor in general influences the end product, which is profit and economics. In order to maintain an 

honest profit, we need to raise overall standards, improve wages, increase education, and create and new laws and 

uphold ones that already exist. All of which must be done in select third world countries, but locally, the United 

States isn’t without its problems. Poor conditions and low wages still exist, even though laws are in place. Also, 

as a highly industrialized nation, we are guilty in taking advantage of other countries in order to prioritize some of 

the richest companies in the world. In this manner, we need to be held accountable for events that happen outside 

of our country that we have the power to prevent. By doing this, and following other countries that hold 

themselves to the same standards, we could encourage critical steps towards a labor reformation. A balance of 

work and profit can be reached; everyone must make an honest effort one country at a time.    

   (2693) 
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