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Sweatshops: A Dirty History of Discrimination and 
Ignorance
Amanda Wilson

Abstract
This essay examines the use of sweated labour as part of modern capitalist society, while focusing on the 
apparel industry. It undertakes a historical overview of sweatshops and an exploration of the causes of their 
existence. It is argued that modern apparel sweatshops in the Caribbean and Latin America do not encour­
age development, but rather only serve the needs of Western economies.

Rdsumt
Cet essai examine I'utilisation du travail sue en tant qu dl^ment de la soci£t£ moderne capitaliste, tout en se 
concentrant sur I'Industrie des textiles. Il entreprend une vue d'ensemble historique des bagnes et d une 
exploration des causes de leur existence. Les bagnes modernes d'habillement au Caraibes et en Amerique 
Latine n'encouragent pas le developpement economi que, mats servent plutdt seulement les besoins des eco­
nomies les plus riches.

T
he word "sweatshop" is a term that 
evokes a variety of emotions from 
people without a great deal of under­
standing of what the term describes or the 

reasons for its existence. Sweatshops have 
plagued or, depending on one's viewpoint, 
built up economies and industry around the 
world. Throughout recent history there have 
been isolated events in which the issue of 
sweatshops and labour standards has taken 
centre stage in the media and government. 
A revelation of a particularly nasty sweat­
shop in some far off country or reports of 
the apparel industry's rhetoric concerning 
the elimination of such practices often incite 
such discussion. Unfortunately, there seems 
to be a lack of concrete comprehension and 
understanding of the subject.
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tors and sub-contractors. In this system, the 
contractors and subcontractors would 
"sweat" as much labour as they possibly 
could from their workers. This practice then 
led to degradation of conditions and wages 
in factories.2 Social activists Charles Booth 
and Sidney and Beatrice Webb describe 
sweating as a variety of labour environ 
merits all containing these two essen 
elements: hard or excessive work an con 
tracting.’ More recently, in 1994, the ™ 
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are barrelling ahead into the twenty-first. 
Sweatshops are generally associated with 
the apparel industry, but it is important to 
realize that sweatshops exist in a number of 
industries. What distinguishes garment 
sweatshops is their endurance over time. 
Moreover, garment sweatshops are often 
where the most gruesome labour violations 
occur. This essay will focus on sweatshops 
found in the apparel industry.

HISTORY
The modem concept of sweatshops first 
manifested in the United States and Western 
Europe (mostly England and France) in the 
19th century. Following the industrial revo­
lution people began to flock to cities in 
search of employment, creating an excess of 
labour. This excess labour mainly consisted 
of women, children and immigrants.5 In the 
early 20th century, sweatshops were often 
thought of as foreign workplaces.6 Sweat­
shop investigators blamed immigrant work­
ers for the creation of such low wages and 
poor conditions, arguing that the shops 
were dirty because they were occupied by 
immigrants.7 There was an effort made by 
politicians and factory inspectors in the 
United States to distinguish these "foreign 
sweatshops" from what they referred to as 
the "American Factory," where all the ideas 
and values of the United States were up­
held.8 The American Factory was the work­
place of the middle-class white American; it 
was implied that these were the real Ameri­
cans.
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Jews represented the largest propor­
tion of immigrants occupying sweatshops in 
the United States. It has been argued that 
racism, specifically anti-Semitism, played a 
primary role in defining the sweatshop and 
was a cause of society's general apathy to­
wards the issue.9 There is substantial evi­
dence that inspectors and observers blamed 
the "racial characteristics" of the Jews for 

//

the problem of sweatshops.10 Immigrants 
were labelled as being workers who readily 
accepted and even offered lower prices for 
their work.11 The Industrial Commission 
reports explain that Jews were considered 
unfit for factory work, arguing that their 
individualistic nature would not be com­
patible with factory discipline.12 The "An­
nual Report of the Bureau for Labour Statis­
tics for the Year Ended September 30, 1902" 
claimed that the Jewish immigrants were 
"the most helpless and inefficient immi­
grants that have ever entered this country." 
It continued by saying that the body type of 
Jews "naturally drew them to light occupa­
tions such as sewing."13

John Commons, an influential 
economist of the time, went a step further 
and argued that sweatshops were a Jewish 
invention, claiming that Jews were both 
physically and mentally suited for the 
sweatshop.14 Commons suggested that the 
industrial revolution was plagued by what 
he called the "substitution of the races," 
leading to "a downward spiral in racial 
standards". In this substitution of races, the 
garment industry was first made up of Eng­
lish and Scottish tailors, who were replaced 
by less-advanced Irish and German work­
ers, who then had their jobs taken by the 
inferior Jews, hailing predominantly from 
Russia. According to Commons, each group 
of workers came from a country that was 
inferior to the preceding one, resulting in a 
demolition of labour standards and condi­
tions.15 In the 1890s, inspections and the 
laws governing workplace conditions were 
originally intended to prevent sweatshop 
workers from contaminating the rest of soci­
ety. There was the fear of disease, but also 
the concern that this racial degradation sup­
posedly caused by immigrants would 
somehow infiltrate into the rest of the popu-
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lation.16 The Industrial Commission on Im­
migration admitted, "the legislation...has 
been undertaken not on behalf on the work­
ers, but on behalf of consumers. It is the pro­
tection of the public against contagious and 
infectious disease."17
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Immigrant workers and labour ac­
tivists, of course, contested this argument, 
saying that it was the competition and ex­
ploitation inherent in the apparel industry 
that caused sweatshops, not racial character­
istics. Sweatshops were a problem they 
faced, not one they caused. They insisted 
that the horrible conditions of their work­
place caused their weak bodies and their
susceptibility to disease, not the other way 
around.18 They agreed that sweatshops 
were linked to immigration but disagreed 
that sweatshops preyed on immigrants. 
Moris Fienstone, an immigrant worker, 
wrote, "when these fugitives came to Amer­
ica seeking the promised land, they were 
taken off the boats by contractors.. .and set 
to work in subhuman surroundings, for a 
miserable wage, and under conditions 
which made protest utterly impossible."1' 
Many social scientists have pointed to po­
litical disability as a cause of this disadvan­
taged labour force. Immigrants are often 
disenfranchised) having entered the country 
illegally, many of them are willing to take 
any job as a means of survival.20

In the 1910s, public attention was 
first drawn to the subject of sweatshops fol­
lowing a series of workers strikes and 
workplace tragedies, most notably the Tri- 
angleShirtwaisi Company Fires. On March 

, 11, one of the worst fires in United 
States history broke out at factories of the 
MaS ^aiSt Company in Lower 
^ , \at "nS East ^e. In all, 146 women 
nd children workers were killed.21 Public 
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of legislation aimed at preventing future 
incidents. Supposedly, it would also clean 
up labour conditions in sweatshops. Social 
concern and activism by labour organiza­
tions continued, leading to the creation of 
the Fair Labour Standards Act (FLSA) in 
1935. This act set out a guaranteed mini­
mum wage and overtime requirements, 
prohibited child labour, and required em­
ployees to keep adequate time and payroll 
records.22 To this day it is still considered 
the most significant piece of anti-sweatshop 
legislation in the United States.’3 Following 
the signing of this act by President Roose­
velt on June 25th, many claimed the era of 
sweatshops over. In 1938, Life magazine 
declared the sweatshop a thing of the past. 
This declaration was followed by an article 
backing the claim, complete with a front­
page cover depicting "wealthy American 
garment workers."24 * While this might have 
been the perception in the minds of many 
Americans, sweatshops continued to exist m 
full-force. The FLSA did guarantee certain 
labour standards, but it neglected many 
workers, mostly low-paid women in non 
unionized sectors of the economy. Its effec 
tiveness depended solely on the govern 
ment's ability to enforce it. The sweatshops 
were also kept alive in part by the increasing 
number of immigrants from Puerto Rico an 
Africa in the 1950s, and later from China, 
Korea and Southeast Asia. By the 1960s an 
70s, this coincided with the tendency o 
American government to relax many 0 
restrictive hade policies.26 27 The 1970s saw^a 
growing trend of garments increasing y 
ing manufactured overseas. .
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into communist arms. Following the Cold 
War, both Democratic and Republican gov­
ernments loosened restrictions on garment 
trade and opened the door to the free- 
market of sweatshops.28
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With the return of neo-liberalism as 
the dominant economic paradigm in the 
1980s, the sweatshop became an increas­
ingly global phenomenon.29 The majority of 
sweatshops moved from Los Angeles and 
New York to the Caribbean, Latin America, 
India and Asia. The labour legislation in 
these areas was not comparable to any legis­
lation that had been developed during the 
century in Western nations.30 The "Ameri­
can Sweatshop" that had supposedly been 
eradicated in the 1930s was being exported 
around the globe.31 In these sweatshops la­
bour violations such as 24-hour workdays, 
sexual harassment, forced birth control, 
suppression of labour organizations, meagre 
wages or even forced labour and debt bond­
age were commonplace.32 Free trade agree­
ments are often the catalyst to the develop­
ment of sweatshops in their search of cheap 
labour.33 Agreements such as NAFTA are 
wiping out sweatshops in Los Angles and 
the surrounding areas, and transplanting 
them to Mexico and other sources of 
cheaper labour.34

Not surprisingly, until the mid- 
1990s, the public was largely unaware of the 
continued existence of sweatshops.35 The 
label "Made in Canada" or "Made in the 
USA" still carried moral weight and people 
seemed apathetic toward the labour condi­
tions in countries that they knew only from 
clothing labels.36 In 1982, New York Senator 
Franz W. Leichter conducted an investiga­
tion into the New York garment industry. 
In his report, he described contemporary 
contractor shops as sweatshops and esti­

mated there were approximately 3,000 
sweatshops in New York City, employing 
50,000 people, an increase from the esti­
mated 200 sweatshops a decade earlier. Un­
fortunately, the government and the public 
largely ignored this report. In 1995 there 
was a raid on several sweatshops in El 
Monte, California which generated several 
hundred newspaper and magazine articles 
causing moderate public concern.37 How­
ever, this was only the tip of the iceberg. On 
April 29, 1996, activist Charles Kemaghan 
testified before Congress, detailing numer­
ous human rights violations in factories in 
New York and Honduras. These factories 
were producing clothing for, among others, 
the Kathie Lee Gifford line, sold exclusively 
at Wal-mart. This story was seized by the 
media throughout North America and 
Europe and thrust the sweatshop back into 
the public consciousness.38 Stories began 
popping up everywhere about sweatshops 
producing clothing for companies such as 
Nike, the Gap, and Disney. There was a 
newfound concern about the existence and 
consequences of sweatshops and labour ex­
ploitation.39 This increased attention drove 
the United States Department of Labor to 
adopt a stronger opposition to both domes­
tic and international sweatshops.40 It is de­
batable, however, whether their rhetoric will 
be supported by action.

Now, China is the leading exporter 
of cheap labour, surpassing the infamous 
maquiladoras of Mexico and Latin America. 
It claims half of all direct foreign invest­
ment.41 It is widely argued that the pro­
posed Free Trade of the Americas will only 
further open-up areas for the search of 
cheap labour, so who knows where it will 
move to next.42
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CAUSES OF EXISTENCE
There have been numerous explanations for 
the continued existence of sweatshops and 
sweated industries. Most fall into two cate­
gories, those who see sweatshops as a form 
of exploitation, having negative effects on 
workers and societies, and those who view 
sweatshops as necessary for economic 
growth, eventually leading to greater pros­
perity. A distinction must also be made be­
tween the continued existence of sweat­
shops in industrial nations and the export­
ing of sweatshops to developing nations.

One explanation looks at the subject 
from a state-centered point of view. The ap­
parel industry is widely viewed as a starting 
point for underdeveloped countries to begin 
industrialization. The barriers to entry are 
very low: it requires minimal capital in­
vestment and machinery and it is labour- 
intensive without the necessity of special­
ized skills.43 However, their ability to attract 
the needed capital depends on those who 
control the retail industries in developed 
countries. It is these developed countries 
that take home the majority of the profits, 
forcing contractors and supplies in develop­
ing countries to pursue an extremely tight 
profit margin or risk losing the investment.44 
Countries with a high minimum wage and 
comprehensive regulations are not going to 
attract the foreign investment they want, so 
developing countries characteristically have 
extremely low minimum wages and few if 
any, industry regulations.45 Developing na­
tions are strongly encouraged by interna­
tional trade organizations to decrease or 
eliminate regulations that might prevent 
firms from extracting maximum profit ere- 
2s«fa?UraWe for sweat- 
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enforce labour rights and standards.48 The 
globalization of economies and specifically 
of retail has facilitated this competition for 
cheap labour. Jack Welch, the former CEO 
of General Electric, one of the largest multi­
national manufacturing corporations, once 
described the perfect factory: "Ideally, you'd 
have every plant you own on a barge." This 
barge could then be moved around to 
whichever country happened to have the 
best investment climate and cheap labour.49 50 51

Some contend that sweatshops are a 
product of the extreme competitiveness in 
the retail industry. It is argued that due to 
the depression of retail prices, companies 
are forced to pursue diminishing profits. 
This spurs the search for cheaper labour to 
cut production costs. This has a chain effect 
that is passed down to contractor and sub­
contractor until it is eventually put on the 
shoulders of the workers, who see their 
meagre wages decrease, their forced hours 
of overtime increase, sexual harassment in­
crease, et cetera. The list goes on and on. 
Retailers use their bargaining power to press 
contractors for lower costs. Contractors fear 
losing investments, so they rarely refuse. 
Retailers are forced to choose between their 
morals and maintaining competitiveness in 
the market. Consumers must choose e 
tween demanding ethically made clot g 
and more affordable prices.

Many economists and defenders 
free-market economies argue that 
shops are a necessary part of economic 
velopment.52 * * The theory is that sweats 
benefit people desperate for income an 
without these jobs people would s 
Sweatshops are seen as the price or 
nomic development. Countries wi 
capital and an unskilled work force ne 
accept them as a first step toward e 
ment and industrialization. It is arSue 
eliminating sweatshops will hurt t e 
ing economy and slow developmen
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bour activists and union organizers are criti­
cized as taking a Eurocentric approach by 
comparing working standards in develop­
ing nations to those in the West.53 Economist 
Ian Maitland has argued that when deter­
mining an acceptable wage level, the appro­
priate test is not to compare it to some pre­
determined concept of a living wage, but 
whether or not it is freely accepted by in­
formed workers.54 What Maitland fails to 
address is that many workers do not have 
the opportunity to be informed, nor are they 
in a position in which they can "freely" 
choose to accept a wage or not. Many in the 
Western world share the view that sweat­
shops are an unfortunate, but necessary step 
to development. An article in the New York 
Times on September 24, 2000, stated:

88 Ronald J. Adams, 149.
57 Daniel E. Bender and Richard A. Greenwald, 10.

58 Andrew Ross, 8.

For all the misery they can engender, sweat­
shops at least offer a precarious escape from 
the poverty that is the developing world's 
greatest problem... The only thing a country 
like Cambodia has to offer is terribly cheap 
wages; if companies are scolded for paying 
those wages, they will shift their manufactur­
ing to marginally richer areas like Malaysia 
or Mexico.55

When examining the causes for 
sweatshops it is important to distinguish 
between the sweatshops that existed in the 
19th and early-20th centuries in Western 
nations and the sweatshops of the 21st cen­
tury that now permeate many developing 
nations in addition to the developed ones. 
The sweatshops of the 19th and early 20th 
century evolved and progressed with the 
development of the apparel industry. 
Sweatshops built up the industry to what it 
is today. The sweatshops in the Caribbean 
and Latin America are not helping to de­
velop industry in their countries because the 
apparel industry of which they are a part is 
already developed and powerful. Sweat­
shops are no longer a force in developing 
the national economy; they only serve the 
needs of over-consumption and material- 
lsm. It is true that a country that is attempt­
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ing to follow a Western concept of devel­
opment must begin somewhere. They can­
not simply jump into a specialized, technol­
ogy dependent industry that requires a 
highly skilled labour force. However, one 
could also argue that there are many other 
things a country needs to do in order to be­
come a developed country. The existence of 
labour laws and industry regulations should 
also be a prerequisite for entering a certain 
sector of the economy, yet it rarely is. Cheap 
labour is often the only area in which many 
countries can claim a comparative advan­
tage, yet the question must be asked: for 
who, exactly, is this an advantage?

There is a misconception among the 
public and politicians regarding sweat­
shops. When the public is confronted with 
the notion of a sweatshop by a newscast de­
scribing a raid on a sweatshop in China, 
most often it is seen as abhorrent or, at the 
very least, morally troubling. However, it is 
viewed as an individual problem, and not 
the global epidemic that it is.56 Politicians 
and governments are guilty of this behav­
iour as well. When they do choose to ad­
dress the issue, the focus is the eradication 
of sweatshops in a specific area: their city or 
country. They fail to view the connection to 
the global system of trade, production and 
consumption.57 Any discourse on sweat­
shops or sweated labour must be done in an 
international context. Sweatshops around 
the world are connected to each other; the 
sweatshop in Los Angles is tied with the 
sweatshop in India, and to the maquiladoras 
in Mexico.58 Each is competing with the 
others in a race to the bottom to provide the 
cheapest wages and most favourable condi­
tions to firms.

This issue will not be resolved until 
electorates in Western countries are suffi­
ciently aroused by the issue of sweatshops. 
Until then, political willpower will always 
be compromised by the neo-liberalist argu­
ment of the necessity of sweatshops for ig­
niting development in countries. It is hard to 
envision a world without sweatshops. They



82 a ma nd a wilson

are the factories of the world that sustain 
our economy and our way of life. While 
small gains can be made by pressuring indi­
vidual companies and governments to im­
prove labour practices, the problem origi­
nates at a much deeper level. Our economic 
system depends on these practices and a 
radical shift is needed to remedy the situa­
tion at its core. The elimination of sweat­
shops should not cause great concern for 
those countries that are attempting to de­
velop. Without large transnational corpora­
tions dictating their economy policies, their 
domestic industries will have a chance to 
develop. It is we in the West who should be 
concerned, for it is our way of life that feeds 
on sweatshops, and it is our way of life that 
will come crashing down.
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