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Name: ____________________________________________          Period: ________ 

WHAT SHOULD WE DO ABOUT SWEATSHOPS? 

Directions: Read the information below and write the answers to the questions. Be prepared to 

discuss the answers in class. 

OPTION 1: INTERNATIONAL TREATY  

One option is to have all countries agree on the rules of the economic game. This is the approach 

the World Trade Organization takes when its member nations negotiate international trade 

treaties — some of which include labor-market regulations. Countries have also used 

international treaties to establish a legal framework for environmental rules across national 

boundaries. The Geneva Convention is an example of a duty-based approach established by 

international treaty: Prisoners of war have the basic rights to food, shelter, health care, protection 

from torture and dignity. 

Questions 

1. If a treaty similar to the Geneva Convention established minimum working conditions in labor 

markets, what basic rights should the treaty provide for every worker around the world?  

 

 

 

2. What are the difficulties of requiring firms to pay all workers around the world a “living 

wage”? 

 

 

 

3. In the United States, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 sets basic working conditions that 

include restricting child labor and requiring companies to pay employees a minimum wage and 

overtime if they work more than 40 hours a week. Should all other countries be required to 

match these standards? Why?  

 

 

 

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using treaties to establish workers’ rights? 
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OPTION 2: MARKETS AND MONITORING  

Instead of using government regulations to reform sweatshops, consumers could “vote” their 

preferences by refusing to buy goods from companies that fail to provide acceptable working 

conditions. Since consumers may lack basic information about factory conditions, third-party 

groups (many of which are nonprofit organizations) have been created to determine where the 

goods are produced, inspect factories and monitor human-rights violations. Many university 

students took a role in this process by insisting that their schools buy apparel such as sweatshirts 

made only in approved factories. By increasing the demand for certified apparel, the market 

provides an economic incentive for companies to voluntarily introduce better working 

conditions. For this option to be effective, business relationships must be transparent: Uncertified 

Factory A can’t attach to its clothing an apparel tag from certified Factory B. 

Question 

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using the market-monitoring approach to 

reform sweatshops? 

 

 

 

OPTION 3: TAKE NO ACTION 

A final approach is to take no action. Over the past 20 years, living standards have risen rapidly 

in countries where sweatshops help people overcome rural poverty. Interfering with the lives of 

strangers can have unintended negative consequences on economic, social and political 

processes. Noble intentions don’t necessarily ensure excellent outcomes. Ethnocentrism is the 

mistaken view that the customs governing your society should govern all societies. For example, 

if child labor is outlawed in a rich country, it should also be outlawed in a poor country. On the 

other hand, moral relativism is the equally mistaken position that all indigenous practices are 

morally valid. 

Question 

6. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using the take-no-action approach to reforming 

sweatshops? 


