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No-Sweat: Globalization, Neoliberalism and Social Movements  

Bianca Bell  

Trent Center for Community Based Education Course 

 

In 1997, Nike was involved in a reputation damaging scandal which involved accusations 

such as child labour, suppression of the right to organize and the subjection of workers in a 

Vietnamese factory to toxic fumes up to 177 times greater than the national legal limit.1 This was 

not the first time a major apparel corporation was the target of sweatshop accusations and it 

certainly has not been the last. In this era of globalization, the expansion of the global economy 

allows corporations to reach virtually every corner of the world and search out the cheapest 

labour, the most lax labour regulations and the largest profit. While global supply chains have 

existed in the capitalist system for centuries, they have reached new heights through 

globalization and the transition to neoliberal capitalism, and the consequences of the 

international labour system that has emerged demand an immediate remedy. In an ironic 

situation, the consequences of the ‘development’ project put forth by neoliberalism and free trade 

agreements have actually created a new development movement which aims to put an end to the 

abuse of workers and raise the living standards of the people working for Western corporations 

in sweatshops. This is an emerging development project over the past few decades which 

ultimately requires, (besides the accountability and responsibility of corporations to uphold their 

socially responsible policies), an upheaval of the global capitalist system that sees the feverish 

exploitation of workers in order for big business to make the largest profit. In the meantime, 

corporations have taken on the ‘responsibility’ of providing the most ‘fair’ and ‘equal’ labour 

conditions possible in the neoliberal capitalist system by instituting worker standards and codes 

that factories must follow. However, the most profound movements against sweatshops have 
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been fueled by students, labour solidarity groups and unions, and activists creating public 

disclosure campaigns. This paper will overview the political economy of global capitalism that 

has laid the path for the current phase of sweatshops; explore the response of corporations 

through Corporate Social Responsibility policies; and compare the limits and potential of three 

different no-sweat movements and then finally suggest that consumer awareness and public 

disclosure campaigns represent a promising solution to the problematic of sweatshops in the 

neoliberal capitalist world system.  

Political Economy of Global Capitalism 

There is an ongoing academic debate over whether or not globalization—the advancement 

and alteration of traditional technologies, industries, modes of production and divisions of 

labour—is a new phenomenon or if it stems from a past rooted in the onset of capitalism. Either 

way, the global economy has undoubtedly expanded and evolved, creating an interconnected 

network of trade relationships and divisions of labour between nations. Gary Gereffi and Miguel 

Korzeniewicz, two prominent theorists on contemporary global production, suggest that 

globalization has created the capacity for the creation and sustenance of capitalist relationships 

between an ever expanding network of core and periphery nations globally, and has led to 

potential for a supply process to span multiple countries and points of production.2 The ability of 

capital to flow uninhibited across borders has allowed for the innovation of overseas sourcing,  a 

strategy that has led some manufacturing and retailing firms to find a competitive advantage in 

the increasingly complex consumer market.3 A significant component of this global production 

process is the evolution of production and labour. 

Labour strategies have transitioned from the centralized assembly line production model seen 

in the first half of the 20th century, to the outsourcing of contractors and the relocation of 



B E L L  | 3 
 

manufacturers overseas. The emergence of a global supply chain has allowed for new forms of 

labour organization to replace traditional local structures, transforming models of labour and 

capital organization.4 The opening up of borders to capital through globalization but more 

specifically, neoliberalism, has allowed for corporations to attain and invest in labour in other 

nations, making it easier for manufacturers to exploit workforces and search out locations, where 

traditional labour is cheaper and protection strategies, such as unions, can be undermined. Jereon 

Merk contends that the global supply chain has altered the balance of power between workers, 

employers and unions and has in turn weakened traditional regulatory measures associated with 

the state.5 North American and European corporations now have the power to contract labour 

from international sources, evade the labour regulations of their home nations and avoid 

responsibility for the workers who are depended on for the production of their goods, exploiting 

the underdevelopment of the nation. This reproduction of labour which has resulted in inequality 

and disparity between nations is theorized by Immanuel Wallerstein through his World Systems 

Analysis of development.  

Immanuel Wallerstein’s World Systems Theory which originated in the 1970’s, divides the 

world into core, semi-periphery and periphery countries. Core countries like the United States 

and Canada, are focused on higher skilled, capital intensive production processes while periphery 

countries are usually the sites of low-skill, labour intensive production and the extraction of raw 

materials like Africa and most of Asia. Semi-peripheral countries, which are industrialized and 

mostly capitalist countries, are usually situated geographically in between the core and periphery 

and play a mediatory role in linking the social, political and economic activities of core and 

periphery countries. This theory is popularly used to understand and break down global 

production and development processes. Within the World Systems theory, the notion of 
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Commodity Chains (CC) emerged. A component of economics, development and international 

relations theory, both traditional and contemporary forms of the commodity chain approach 

provide a useful framework for understanding unequal exchange in the world system.6 A 

commodity chain is defined as a chain of inputs which are part of the production of a 

consumable item and a network of labour and production processes that result in a finished 

commodity.7 For example, some of the stages in the production chain of a t-shirt involve the 

farming of the cotton, the spinning of the cotton into a textile, the shipping of the textile to a 

manufacturing facility, the labour involved in the creation of the t-shirt, the transportation of the 

t-shirt back to North America and the selling of the t-shirt by a retailer. Wallerstein, joined by 

theorist Terrence Hopkins, would be on the side of the debate that suggests that globalization is 

not a new phenomenon, contending that commodity chains have existed for centuries, 

highlighting the networks of labour, production and transportation that has been involved in 

industries such as ship building since the onset of capitalism.8  

Hopkins and Wallerstein’s approach sees commodity chains as, not only the steps involved in 

the creation of a commodity, but as the interconnected webs that socially reproduce human 

labour. It is particularly concerned with how commodity chains reproduced a hierarchal, 

stratified world system, both economically and socially.  Its core-periphery theory explains the 

unequal global distribution of profits as resulting from an international division of labour and 

production that sees the movement of products flowing from the periphery and the semi-

periphery to core.9 This approach explains why issues such as coerced labour and poor working 

conditions are compounded into peripheral countries. It is focused on historical labour strategies 

and organizational structures while other theorists have expanded Wallerstein and Hopkins’ 

approach creating contemporary theories of Global Commodity Chains.  
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Jennifer Baird highlights the break between the traditional commodity chain theory proposed 

by Wallerstein and Hopkins, and the more contemporary commodity chain research proposed by 

Gary Gereffi, the Global Commodity Chain (GCC). Traditional commodity chain theory focused 

on the sociology of the world economy and the reproduction of social and economic 

stratification, looking at it from a historical, holistic view of the world system. The GCC 

approach is more concerned with how participation in commodity chains facilitates industrial 

upgrading for developing countries, focusing on global industries and their international 

networks in this more technically advanced era.10 It focuses on national development through 

studying the dynamics of global industries, unlike the World Systems approach which 

specifically focuses on nations within the world system for measuring the development of an 

economy. GCC theory also differs from the World Systems approach contending that the phase 

of globalization that we are experiencing is better understood as a contemporary phenomenon as 

it is enabled by increasingly integrated economic and production systems which have never been 

achievable before now. The GCC approach has become significant in our understanding of how 

the contemporary global economy operates, focusing on the ‘chain drivers’ and how power is 

exercised in global industries. It theorizes the ‘real-world application’ of economic strategies in 

developing countries.11 Baird also suggests that the GCC approach has also become a useful 

framework for theoretically understanding strategies between producers, suppliers and buyers in 

regards to issues such as labour rights and sweatshops. Both the World Systems and GCC 

frameworks have significant relevance in theorizing the under-development of countries and the 

unequal distribution of benefits resulting from the global capitalist system however, the Global 

Commodity Chain approach more accurately puts development into the context of the current 

stage of globalization which we are experiencing. Gereffi’s focus on the intertwined network of 
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global industries, corporations and organizations accurately describes the current world economy 

and the reproduction of commodities and labour. Globalization has blurred many lines between 

the economy, social society and politics and theorizing the role of the corporation and industries 

is a more relevant way of approaching the theorization of the global capitalist system which 

influences the development of every society.  

The current world economy is being reproduced under the pressure of globalization and the 

guidance of neoliberal, market capitalism. Capitalism has shifted towards a neoliberal focus with 

an emphasis on the power of the market, the elimination of barriers to trade and the increased 

presence of privatized industries internationally. It is a system reliant on the free trade and 

consumption of global commodities, and is actively pursued and forced upon economies, 

specifically those of developing countries.  Developing countries are pigeon holed into 

participating in the dominate system in order to have a competitive economy, as they cannot 

refuse the reforms that accompany neoliberalism as their loans and economic stability depend on 

the support of  the Western nations and organizations that hold their debt. Neoliberal reforms, a 

set of standard conditions that accompany financial support from international institutions such 

as the IMF and World Bank is touted as a development strategy, yet is effectively integrating 

developing countries in an unequal fashion into the world system as trade barriers are eliminated; 

state enterprises are privatized; currencies are devalued and as social spending is cut. Its strategy 

is based upon the theory that these movements will allow for efficiency through the theory of 

comparative advantage, where nations specialize in the production of commodities that can be 

produced most efficiently and importing the rest of their needs. The shift towards the private 

sector also proposes a more efficient and effective government while the elimination of trade 

influencing policies such as subsidies would allow for the redirection of wasteful subsidies and 
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charges towards the pro-poor social sector. However, in reality the free market aspect of 

neoliberalism actually allows for the exploitation of the underprivileged, as they reproduce a 

system in which goods are made and sold cheaply and are accessible internationally to the 

benefit of Western consumers and large corporations, and at the expense of those who are forced 

to produce the labour and products. Neoliberal policies focused on the opening up of borders to 

allow for trade and corporations to flow freely has had a negative impact on the global labour 

and production system. New freedom has allowed for large corporations seeking cheaper 

resources such as labour and land to find new homes in developing countries and benefit from 

their lack of stability. They shift production to the least regulated export processing zones where 

labour is the cheapest and small manufacturers compete for contracts, a movement which has 

been termed a ‘race to the bottom’.12

An example which illustrates the negative impact of free trade on social inequalities is the 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between Canada, the United States and 

Mexico, and the rise of the maquiladoras. Proponents of NAFTA argued that this agreement 

would allow for the rise of living standards and working conditions as defined by clear and 

mutually advantageous trade rules, the promotion of conditions of fair competition and the 

development and expansion of world trade.13The signing of NAFTA in 1994 saw a boom in 

exports to Mexico, as had been promised. It also saw a rise in the maquiladora sector, an export-

oriented sector in Mexico where manufacturing is for an international client at low wages and by 

low skilled workers. Employment in the maquiladora apparel sector more than tripled, a spike 

that was not seen in the non-maquila sectors, reflecting NAFTA’s role in the rise of this 

workforce.14 Under neoliberalization in the 1980s, Mexico had already created investment 

policies which allowed for 100 per cent foreign ownership in most industries, and NAFTA 
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furthered this motion allowing for the United States to immediately eliminate 20 per cent of the 

quotas on textiles and apparel imports from Mexico and a scheduled phase out of the rest of the 

tariffs.15 Other factors such as labour costs, geographical proximity to the US’ apparel market, 

more relaxed environmental and labour regulations and importantly, a non-unionized workforce 

were all in Mexico’s favour as a location for American corporations to set up shop and exploit 

these benefits.  

Maquilas are often referred to as sweatshops, as they are known to employ child labour and 

exploit their workers through overworking and underpaying them. Many men and women will 

forge documents in order to begin working before the legal age of 16 with a UNICEF report 

claiming that in 2000, approximately 3.5 million children between the ages of 6 and 18 worked 

regularly.16 As noted by S. L. Bachman, child labour is a particularly resonant problem in the 

garment industry as it reflects a sector which is characterized by intense competition, low 

barriers to entry, low skill requirement and labour intensive operations. The average work week 

for a maquiladora labourer is 45.1 hours and women account for 65 per cent of the maquiladora 

workforce and also occupy the majority of the low wage categories.17  

Despite unfavourable conditions, men and women flock from the Mexican countryside to 

earn some sort of wage. A key component to the exploitation of workers in the maquila 

manufacturing sector is the absence of effective labour unions which are genuinely aimed at 

ensuring workers rights. In Mexico, most workers belong to and are controlled by corporatist 

unions such as the Confederation of Mexican Workers. These unions were put in place to lobby 

on behalf of worker’s rights, but unfortunately with the rise of corporate power in Mexico 

beginning in the 1980s, and the role of political parties in determining their importance, they 

now typically work within the mandate of increasing productivity and efficiency. Foreign 
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corporations are able to escape the responsibilities of ensuring fair, safe and healthy working 

conditions to their workers by setting up production facilities in countries like Mexico where 

unions are often discouraged and unsupported, and even illegal such as in China. There are 

underlying corporatist structures that have infiltrated the politics of many nations that are adverse 

to the power of workers and collective bargaining, allowing transnational corporations to take 

advantage of these systems by profiting at the expense of their workers. Unions are an important 

tool for workers all over the world to maintain and ensure their rights are being respected and 

unfortunately Jereon Merk claims that the global supply chain has become a barrier to organizing 

and collective bargaining, reaffirming class relations and struggles.18  

Saul Landau suggests that labor struggles reflects the ‘seamy side’ of the free market, as little 

reference is ever made to the labour and environmental downfalls which accompany this model 

of labour acquisition.19 While it is not decided whether or not globalization is a new 

phenomenon, it is certain that emerging policies concerned with global supply chains and the 

ability of international labour to be utilized and exploited has dramatically changed in this new 

era. A significant result from this new process is the cultivation of sweatshops in developing 

countries. Theorists see the most obvious reason for the proliferation of sweatshops being linked 

to multilateral trade agreements and increasingly longer supply chains.20 Large Western, 

predominately North American, corporations seek maximization of their profits by looking to 

developing countries, as seen in the case of the maquiladoras in Mexico, for cheap labour and the 

ability to evade workers’ rights. The movement towards sweatshops began after World War II as 

production moved to Asia and then to the Caribbean and Latin America.21

Initially, these countries welcomed the investment and of late, these countries have found 

themselves forced to adhere to the tenets of free market capitalism by accepting foreign 
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investment and the opening of their borders in order to receive loans and aid and to avoid the 

wrath of Western intervention in their politics if they do not cooperate. The mobility of capital 

due to globalization, coupled with the expansion of trade networks due to neoliberal capitalism, 

saw the appeal of cheap labour and the emergence of sweatshops expand dramatically as many 

countries could not refuse the private investment and economic growth offered by Western 

corporations. 22 The apparel industry has always been a particularly active sector in the 

employment of sweatshops, especially in the late twentieth century as the fashion apparel 

industry utilizes such complex supply chains in order to remain competitive. Large scale 

manufacturers such as Gap, Nike and Reebok are consistently accused of exploiting international 

workers.23 These large manufacturers subcontract out their production processes to factories in 

developing countries where workers are no longer directly employed by the brand company. 

Nancy Green suggests that over a hundred years of a repetitive necessity for worker struggles 

worldwide reflects the fact that labour conditions in the garment industry have always been 

subpar and abusive of subcontracting models.24 However, the contemporary subcontracting 

model allows corporations to strategically disassociate themselves with managerial control over 

their labour force yet maintain operational control over all production processes sustaining their 

ability to make a large profit at a new level of intensity.25 For example, apparel manufacturers at 

an apparel retailer in America make approximately $12.00/hr whereas the average worker in a 

maquila factory in Mexico makes 49 pesos, which is equal to about $3.90 (US)  a day.26 The 

wage differences are staggering, making the move to less developed countries an obvious choice 

for profit seeking corporations.  

The location of North American production facilities in developing countries make 

production practices hard to trace and almost impossible to regulate, allowing companies like 
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Nike to try and avoid punishment and negative attention from consumers and human rights 

activists as they seek out cheaper labour and often abuse workers rights in order to make the 

fattest bottom line. What Nike and other large corporations try to hide from their consumers is 

the fact that their factories, like sweatshops in the past, may be paying their workers low wages 

which are often delayed, threatening their employees with job insecurity, discriminating against 

gender, using child labour, subjecting their workers to health and safety hazards and compulsory, 

unpaid overtime.27  

Ronald Adams attempts to outline the arguments that are made for sweatshops. He declares 

that income generated by sweatshops is better than an economy having no income at all and 

furthermore, that sweatshops are indeed capable of fostering economic development in a 

region.28 Lucy Martinez-Mont backs up these arguments suggesting that the enemy of economic 

development in developing countries is “the individual with labour union and human right 

connections, whose mission is to alienate private capital.”29 In this sense, sweatshops represent 

the price that workers must pay for economic development in developing countries and therefore 

the elimination of sweatshops may stunt the rate of economic development by impeding capital 

formulation.30 The final argument Adams makes is that while working conditions are considered 

deplorable by Western industrialization standards, they may be exactly in line relative to the 

standards held by developing countries and therefore not something that can be judged as bad 

from our perspective. As suggested earlier, countries are willing to host corporations even 

though they will likely abuse workers’ rights and standards in order to participate, and 

potentially develop in the global economy and also in order to receive aid. 

 Adams analysis of the positive role of sweatshops essentially admits that we should not 

intervene in issues in developing countries, such as deplorable working conditions, if the 
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Western world and local elites continue to reap benefits from this form of economic 

development. He fails to draw attention to the fact that developing countries are in survival 

mode, working towards important economic development, at the expense of social development, 

that is necessary in order to service their debts to the Western world. He does not mention that 

these governments have little choice but to accept the conditions of neoliberalism which involve 

increased private investment and subsequently the infiltration of sub-par working conditions as 

their economies are essentially dependent upon their cooperation.  The vicious cycle of 

neoliberal economic development is ultimately carried out with most of the benefit going to the 

developed world, as the rights of workers in export-oriented industries are sacrificed.  

 While the policies that have emerged from neoliberalism and globalization have 

increased and expanded the prevalence of sweatshops, a benefit of globalization is that it has also 

allowed for communication technologies to increase the international awareness of the 

infractions made by North American corporations manufacturing abroad. Studies and 

investigations made by researchers and journalists worldwide continue to uncover and expose 

corporations for exploiting their workers in developing countries, posting articles in newspapers 

and on the internet where they then garner a public response and necessitate further 

accountability from corporations such as Wal Mart, H & M and Gap. An article posted by the 

UK news outlet The Observer in August 2010 accused Gap along with other brands popular in 

the UK of violating workers’ rights and freedoms in Indian factories where they had 

subcontracted labour. Workers at a factory that produced clothing for Gap claimed they worked 

up to 8 hours a day overtime without legislated pay, they also claimed that coworkers who had 

objected and demanded pay were beaten up and fired. 31 An expose on primetime television on 

Kathy Lee Gifford’s clothing line and its abuses of child labour in overseas factories made 
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headlines as the consumer was made aware of the conditions under which their clothing was 

being made. Public campaigns and protests against the use of sweatshops by North American 

and European corporations have intensified through social networking, alternative media outlets 

and a general increase in access to information over the internet.  A response from these 

corporations is generally swift as no brand wants to be associated with sweatshop labour. The 

newest strategy of ensuring consumers and stakeholders of a company’s socially and 

environmentally friendly production practices has been labeled, Corporate Social Responsibility.  

Corporate Social Responsibility  

 ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ (CSR) has become a buzz term in this era of increasing 

public awareness and concern about where and under what conditions products are made. CSR is 

defined by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development as: 

the continuing commitment by business to behave ethically and contribute to 
economic development while improving the quality of life of the workforce 
and their families as well as of the local community and society at large.32

 

With constant allegations against companies of violating the standards put forth by the 

International Labour Organization, they have begun voluntarily adopting codes of conduct which 

claim to monitor labour conditions and co-operate with third party monitoring and verification 

initiatives.33 A growing number of companies have adopted these ethical codes claiming to bring 

their standards into line with internationally agreed standards. For example, by the end of the 

1990s, almost 90 per cent of American Fortune 500 companies had included CSR as an 

important element of their organizational goals outlined in their annual reports.34 CSR strategies 

include benchmarks, social audits and evaluations planned and unannounced and the threatening 

of the termination of contracts with subcontracted factories if CSR standards aren’t met.  



B E L L  | 14 
 

 Gap Inc.’s Code of Vendor Conduct includes sections and subsections on compliance 

with laws, the environment, labour, child labour, discrimination, forced labour, freedom of 

association and the right to collective bargaining, humane treatment, wages and benefits, 

working hours and working conditions. The Code ends stating that Gap Inc. encourages factories 

to define and implement a policy for social accountability and to adopt or establish a 

management system to ensure the requirements of the Code of Vendor Conduct.35 Codes of 

Conduct like Gap Inc.’s appear to cover the interests of all involved parties, particularly the 

workers which make their clothing. However, there is an obvious drawback to the code and that 

is reflected in its last statement which relents that it encourages factories to adopt management 

strategies to enforce the policies. Gap Inc. has no power to actually enforce the rules other than 

monitoring management and holding the threat of contract termination over their heads. This 

problem reflects a fundamental flaw in the subcontracting model, it is voluntary and unregulated.  

 Corporations find CSR and maintaining a sustainable supply chain, increasingly 

important factors as much of their company’s worth relies on stakeholder loyalty and ownership. 

Patsy Perry and Neil Towers contend that CSR has great strategic importance as stakeholder and 

consumer awareness of poor sourcing decisions can have an enormous impact on stock prices, 

supporting the theory that CSR and profit maximization are now in a growing relationship.36 

They point out other benefits of CSR for corporations; strategic benefits of worker morale and 

motivation, employment retention and reputation—factors that cannot be measured on a balance 

sheet; it can help create better industrial relations which can lead to higher productivity levels; 

and CSR can help the enhancement of a firm’s competitive advantage through corporate 

philanthropy.37 Ronald Adams notes that the cost advantages of cheap labour must now be 

balanced against the price of negative exposure and publicity.38 Michael Rock studied the 
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correlation between negative publicity and a company’s stock price and saw that it indeed caused 

prices to fall.39 CSR now holds and influential position in guiding corporate management policy 

as profitable business and social responsibility become so dependent upon each other. 

While there are many benefits of CSR for corporations, critical theorists such as Jereon 

Merk contend that CSR also has a problematic side.  Criticisms of CSR are that it can be seen as 

a tool that further manages and manipulates workers in production facilities instead of including 

them in processes; that CSR is voluntary, unregulated; and that it is carried out in the interests of 

the companies rather than in the interests of the workers.40 Codes may claim to include workers 

in the processes that are meant to ensure their rights such as surveys, monitoring and feedback 

however Merk claims their input and influence on rights ensuring programs is marginal at best. 

He suggests that codes of conduct put forth by corporations are ‘unilateral activities on 

management’s behalf, often with paternalistic features’, resulting in most employees unaware 

that the policies even exist.41 As codes of conduct are voluntary and hold no regulatory power, 

companies can pursue codes of conducts and social policies out of self interest rather than in the 

interest of the worker. Activists are also skeptical as a menagerie of self assigned experts in CSR 

have emerged in society, all proclaiming the importance of CSR, jumping on the bandwagon in 

order to contract business out of it.42 The lack of worker participation in the planning and 

implementation of CSR codes of conduct in international factories, along with the significant 

lack of support for actual labour rights as it is unregulated has activists proclaiming that ‘any real 

transformation of the global supply chains must come from other sources.’43  

While Gap Inc.’s Code of Vendor Conduct is an example of a corporation taking a step in 

the right direction by recognizing the importance of promoting workers’ rights in their factories, 

it is clear that there are many failed promises from this approach. Bob Jeffcot argues that despite 
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promising CSR codes of conduct, like Gap Inc.’s and Nike’s, poverty wages, long hours of 

forced labour and serious infringements on worker’s health, safety and union organization and 

protesting rights remain the norm throughout the apparel industry.44 Continued changes to global 

trade rules are having a serious influence on the speed of the race to the bottom as companies 

remain demanding of increased production from its employees, to Jeffcot “the name of the game 

remains the same: more work for less pay.”45 As long as codes of conduct are voluntary, 

corporations can continue to evade regulation. Real regulation and punishment by external 

players such as the host government, is necessary to ensure that Corporate Social Responsibility 

strategies are not just to appease consumers in order to make a larger profit.  

 The movement against sweatshops, despite theorists and economists who see their 

benefit, is growing rapidly. In the Western world it is taking the form of company policies such 

as CSR, but also as consumer led social movements which have proved to be more efficient than 

corporate led, voluntary actions. This paper will refer to this movement as the ‘No Sweat 

Movement’ and will explore three different models in which it has manifested; the student lead 

movement, labour solidarity movements and public disclosure campaigns.  

The No Sweat Movement 

 There have been many deemed successes and failures of the No Sweat Movement, as 

different groups of activists tackle the issue from different angles. The movement took hold in 

the 1990s as a response to increased corporate-driven globalization and policies such as NAFTA. 

It became a widely accepted notion that sweatshops were deplorable and needed to be addressed, 

however there are differing arguments about the role of a corporation in the public and private 

spheres of a society, especially in another country. Corporations tend to uphold the belief that 
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they must follow the laws of the state in which they are manufacturing as they know that 

governments often avoid regulation in order to attract business. This belief clashes with anti-

sweatshop activists who suggest it is the responsibility of the corporation to ensure that labour 

standards and human rights are upheld.46Three important movements that have manifested in 

order to persuade and enforce the corporation’s role in the society in which it operates have been 

the student led movement, labour solidarity movements and public disclosure campaigns. While 

all have had a positive impact in some shape or form on the issue, and having already discussed 

the shortcomings of Corporate Social Responsibility strategies, this paper will suggest that it has 

been public disclosure campaigns that have the most potential in changing consumer and 

corporate behavior.  

 Student led movements for social justice have had an influence on many aspects of 

society ranging from war to wages. Their success comes from an infinite reserve of student 

members, a demographic that is known to yearn for socio-political action and change. One of the 

most well known and highly regarded student movements is the United Students Against 

Sweatshops (USAS) which was founded in the United States. Liza Featherstone suggests that the 

growth and visibility of the No-Sweat movement in the 1990s was due in large part to college 

movements such as USAS. Founded in 1998 as a network of campus anti-sweatshop groups, the 

movement quickly began making progress. At Duke University students bombarded the 

President’s office and demanded the addition of a clause in the school’s code of ethics to include 

full disclosure of the location and ownership of factories that were in contract with the 

University.47 The students remained in the office for 31 hours until the President finally added 

the clause. Students from universities and colleges across the country began partaking in similar 
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demonstrations, protesting for the right of individuals to have access to where and how the 

university was contracting apparel purchases. 

USAS put their large membership base and passion to action and founded the Worker’s 

Rights Consortium (WRC) which focused on investigating complaints made by workers in 

factories rather than trying to label corporations as ‘sweat-free’, a strategy they had previously 

focused on, as they wanted to take a more direct approach to providing solutions to workers’ 

complaints.48  The WRC strived to reach out to workers by monitoring and observing and also 

created a code of conduct, which included women’s rights, anti-discrimination and fair wages 

clauses which encouraged and eventually demanded that university administrators adopt the 

code. Not only were students fighting for worker’s rights, they were fighting against an 

increasingly corporate dominated education system in which universities answered to their 

corporate contracts before answering to their students.49 In only a few years, the WRC had close 

to 100 universities signed on and in agreement to disclose factory information and support the 

monitoring of worker’s conditions in the facilities and addressing worker’s complaints with 

corporations which the University had signed contracts.50 Constant monitoring and observing of 

factory conditions is certainly a useful strategy in the anti-sweatshop movement, however 

Michael Rock brings to light the need for third party organizations to be the ones certifying 

corporations as employing ‘good’ labour conditions or monitoring, enforcing or punishing those 

that do not follow their codes rather than the company itself or even anti-sweatshop 

organization.51 This is an important part of monitoring and enforcement processes that is often 

not recognized as being as important is it is.  

USAS was effective because its mandate fit into the broad ethical-consumer movement, 

ultimately constructing the student as a conscientious consumer. Critics of USAS and consumer 
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based movements suggest that it is a movement based around upper-middle class white kids who 

see injustices in some far away country and demand a change so they can resume their 

consumerist way with peace of mind.52 This is a fair criticism of the whole consumer based 

movement. For example, the product (RED) campaign which promised a portion of the profit 

from each item bought, ranging from clothing to laptops to hallmark birthday cards would be 

donated to the Global Fund for Aids, Malaria and Tuberculosis. Critics of consumer based 

campaigns such as (RED) would point to the fact that while the campaign may have donated $18 

million to the fund, corporations had spent as much as $100 million on advertising the 

campaign.53 Despite raising awareness—a key element in the movement against sweatshops— 

consumer based campaigns proposed by USAS and the product (RED) campaign create a 

problematic as the fundamental, systemic problem of a capitalist pressured consumerist society is 

not being appropriately addressed.  The fact that the movement is based up voluntary actions of 

the consumer is also a downfall and a hindrance to the progress of actual regulation. 

Labour solidarity movements take another approach at tackling sweatshop conditions. 

Movements which focus on creating a bond and solidarity between workers in the developing 

world and workers in the Western world have an important role in promoting the rights and 

freedoms of those who produce garments and consumer items for international trade. Polin, 

Burns and Heintz suggest that the anti-sweatshop movement will only continue to be sustainable 

if it can successfully incorporate both the participation of students and ‘human rights vigilantes’ 

with the workers themselves who are being mistreated. They suggest that monitoring and 

enforcement of standards should be carried out by workers themselves and their unions rather 

than third party representatives who are far removed from the reality of the situation.54  
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An example of a labour solidarity group in the garment industry is UNITE HERE, the 

Union of Needle Trades, Industrial and Textile Employees and the Hotel Employees and 

Restaurant Employees. UNITE HERE is a union that unites workers across Canada and the US, 

and with the nature of the multinational companies that many work for, they engage in business 

with international unions and partners.55 UNITE HERE is a component of the anti-sweatshop 

movement that focuses on supporting workers domestically and internationally who may be 

subjected to sweatshops, and is particularly concerned with supporting the rights of workers to 

and the process of collective bargaining. UNITE HERE becomes a part of what Ambruster-

Sandoval calls ‘transnational advocacy networks’ (TANS), working with NGOS and other 

advocacy groups that operate internationally in the global movement against sweatshops. 

Focusing on labour rights, collective bargaining and international solidarity is seemingly a much 

more effective way of changing working conditions in sweatshops, however this strategy also 

has its limits.  

Ambruster-Sandoval suggests that cross border labour solidarity movements may be 

effective in the short run but will fail over the long run as the mobility of capital triumphs and 

corporations continue to pressure governments into suppressing labour regulations and unions in 

order to maintain the highest profit.56 He suggests that in order for groups such as UNITE to be 

as successful as they can be, unions must become an integral part of TANS, uniting with NGOS, 

other workers and activists internationally meaning that other forms of sweatshop movements 

must remain ample and strong. The failure of labour solidarity movements to achieve success 

alone is due in large part to the lack of resources available to unions in developing countries. In 

order for labour solidarity movements to retain the financial and advocating support they need 
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internationally, they must join forces with other unions and worker advocate groups in the 

Western world that instigate public disclosure campaigns and raise awareness.57  

A third way in which anti-sweatshop movements are tackling the issue is through public 

disclosure campaigns which seek to attack a brand by disclosing negative information on how a 

corporation manufactures its clothing. Although awareness campaigns focused on consumer 

action such as purchasing RED products can have negative consequences, there are models, like 

public disclosure campaigns that can be successful. This type of disclosure campaign is different 

than those advocated by USAS, as they are focused on attracting the broad attention of 

consumers through media campaigns, news outlets and protests against large brands, whereas 

USAS demands that universities must publically disclose where their suppliers are located and 

their policies, and are not targeted at publically attacking popular companies. 

 Ambruster-Sandoval suggests that anti-sweatshop groups should strategically target 

corporations that need to be, and claim to be, socially responsible, and attack the reputation of 

their brand. The purpose of disclosing information about a corporations production practices is to 

both promote awareness about such practices, and also to discourage consumers from supporting 

brands that employ sweatshops. Disclosure campaigns aim at encouraging consumers to demand 

more ethically made products through refusing to purchase the brand in question and by lobbying 

the corporation on behalf of the exploited workers. Numerous studies have concluded that 

consumers are ‘willing to pay’ more for clothing that they can be assured was not made in a 

sweatshop, despite the main argument from companies assuming the price of a product must be 

as low as possible. For example, a survey conducted in 2000 found that on average American 

consumers, (of no specific demographic), said they were willing to pay 28 percent more on a $10 

item and 15 percent more on a $100 item in support of their preference for products made under 
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good conditions.58 The context of the nation’s economy, i.e. whether it is in a current crises or 

not, and the demographic of consumers surveyed is not represented in this survey, however it 

reflects the notion that consumers feel a moral obligation to support ethical working conditions. 

Information disclosure helps consumers make these more rational spending decisions as they are 

able to choose clothing that is made under ‘good’ labour conditions.59  

A study done by economist Michael Rock also reflects another positivity of disclosure 

campaigns. His study examines the correlation between disclosure campaigns and a 

corporation’s stock price and concludes that public disclosure campaigns do indeed cause stock 

prices to fall and the corporation to experience substantial financial losses. Conversely, using 

Reebok as an example, Rock shows that stock prices reacted positively to the company’s 

announcement to phase out the use of sweatshop labour. Rock suggests that a way to look for 

evidence of the success of a sweatshop movement is to look at a corresponding company’s stock 

prices before and after a public disclosure campaign. 12 out of the 16 instances of ‘bad’ news 

being reported about Nike concerning sweatshops saw their stock prices fall and in 6 out of 8 

instances of ‘good’ news being reported about Reebok saw their stock prices increase.60 Naomi 

Klein talks of ‘brand based politics’ referring to the way in which companies like Gap and Nike 

reliant on their brand’s ‘hook’ and how public dismantling of its reputation can have a 

devastating effect on business, but open up space to produce social change.61 This is influential 

evidence for companies looking to remain competitive in the stock market, as the convergence of 

business and social responsibility becomes more obvious. The conclusions drawn on the power 

of public disclosure campaigns are promising for anti-sweatshop activists. Studies show that 

corporations experience substantial losses due to negative publicity leading to not only 

consumers becoming more conscious of their consumption practices but also stakeholders as 
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they hold the power to withdraw their support. The corporation is thus left with no choice but to 

remedy the situation in order to salvage their reputation.  

When comparing these three different approaches to the No-Sweat movement, one can 

see both their values and shortcomings. Student led movements work positively towards 

engaging youth, a primary consumer market, in the conversation about labour rights abroad, 

however is criticized as being a voluntary movement led by middle-upper class, who have little 

knowledge of the reality of the situation and seek a remedy to sweatshops so they can continue 

consuming guilt free. Labour solidarity movements are a fundamental proponent in the anti-

sweatshop movement as labour unions abroad require the support of labour groups in the 

developed world to support both financially and morally their rights as workers. Yet, groups like 

UNITE HERE cannot be successful on their own and require labour advocacy groups that have 

the manpower and resources to address the issue from different angles. Public disclosure 

campaigns have proved successful in damaging a company’s reputation and devaluing their stock 

price, two factors that can have a significant influence over the policies that a company makes. 

There are few downfalls to public disclosure campaigns with awareness and consumer action 

being critical components of a successful anti-sweatshop movement. Engaging the consumer in 

the conversation about sweatshops, attacking a company’s brand and devaluing the price of the 

corporation by boycotting and failing to invest has a significant impact on a corporation’s actions 

as, it seeks to respond to consumer demand. Ambruster-Sandoval goes one step further than 

suggesting the ways in which sweatshop movements themselves can be most successful. He 

suggests that neoliberal capitalism and its ultimate race to the bottom must be forcefully 

challenged and eventually replaced in order to create a world where ‘sweatshops and forms of 

misery no longer exist’.62
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Conclusion 

 Neoliberal capitalism is a force that has reinforced an unequal global system, 

compounding the stratification that began with colonialism. The advancement of globalized 

supply chains, especially in the garment and textile industry, has seen the emergence of a system 

of production and management that turns workers into subordinate, neglected and abused pawns 

in an increasingly competitive game of market trading.  Sweatshops have become commonplace 

in developing countries as corporations search out the way in which they can make the largest 

profit. The consumer class, in other words the middle and upper classes of the Western world, 

have begun to protest the ways in which their clothing is made, putting pressure on companies to 

employ better working conditions. Companies have responded through the creation of Corporate 

Social Responsibility strategies. Yet, CSR strategies are voluntary and not always effective. 

 In response to the lack of success seen by CSR strategies such as codes of conduct, 

activist led No-Sweat movements have emerged, demanding public disclosure of factory 

locations and working conditions and the monitoring of subcontracted factories management. 

Student movements in the North America such as USAS have been successful in garnering 

media attention and raising awareness about the issue of sweatshops and their relationship with 

universities in an increasingly corporate dominated education system. The Workers Rights 

Consortium has also had success in the direct support of sweatshop workers abroad, recognizing 

their complaints and seeking solutions. Worker solidarity movements such as UNITE HERE 

have also had great success in uniting movements across both the developed and developing 

divide, representing an instrumental connection that is needed to ensure accountability and 

responsibility as well as rights and freedoms. While the student movement and the labour 

solidarity movement have been successful, public disclosure campaigns offer a strategy and 
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movement that has influential success backed by empirical evidence that suggests public 

disclosure campaigns negatively affect the reputation of a brand while inflicting financial loss by 

consumers and stakeholders and invoke a response from corporations to meet consumer demand. 

The use of awareness campaigns and consumer targeted anti-sweatshop movements are having 

considerable success as they reach out to the consumer and to the stakeholder, putting pressure 

on corporations, essentially taking action with their wallets. This strategy offers a solution by 

seeking to change the hearts and minds of global consumers and investors, who ultimately hold 

the most power over corporations reliant on their consumption.  

As the first section of this paper addresses, the neoliberal capitalist world system survives 

on the exploitation of developing countries and poses what may seem like an insurmountable 

hurdle. Perhaps Ambruster-Sandoval’s argument that calls for the challenging of the neoliberal 

system in its totality is necessary in order to achieve any sort of change, however, the activist 

wishing to be involved in the No-Sweat movement in a more localized and realistic approach can 

find solace in public disclosure campaigns that present the consumer and the stakeholder with an 

ethical dilemma. Optimism is essential and awareness and responsiveness will be the only way in 

which the current, neoliberal capitalist system can manage to continue without continuing to 

oppress and abuse workers in the developing world.  
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FASHION
VICTIM Be Conscious. Be Aware. Be Sweat Free. 

All clothing purchased in affiliation with Trent University Clubs, 
Groups or Sports must be certified Sweat Free. 
Visit www.trentu.ca/admin/sweatshop for more information.



EXPLOITING 
WOMEN &
CHILDREN 
IS NEVER 

IN FASHION

Be Conscious. Be Aware. Be Sweat Free. 

All clothing purchased in affiliation with Trent University Clubs, 
Groups or Sports must be certified Sweat Free. 
Visit www.trentu.ca/admin/sweatshop for more information.



CHEAP CLOTHES 
COST LIVES. Be Conscious. Be Aware. Be Sweat Free. 

All clothing purchased in affiliation with Trent University Clubs, 
Groups or Sports must be certified Sweat Free. 
Visit www.trentu.ca/admin/sweatshop for more information.

* A fire rages through a garment sweatshop in Bangladesh, December 2010. Over 20       
people died after fire exits were blocked to prohibit workers from taking breaks



 

Communication Strategy for the implementation of Trent’s ‘No-Sweat’ 
Policy  

 

There is a serious lack of awareness and compliance with Trent’s ‘No-Sweat’ Policy. 
The policy was created in 2002 to ensure that apparel manufactured for Trent University 
is made under humane working conditions in compliance with accepted international 
standards and local laws and to improve working conditions and labour practices in the 
apparel industry worldwide. 

This policy applies to all apparel purchases made by Trent University Administrative and 
Academic Departments, Trent Athletics and its affiliated sports teams, the Trent 
Bookstore, the Trent food service provider, the Trent Central Student Association and 
its affiliated groups, the Graduate Students’ Association and independent vendors 
selling apparel on the university campus.  

As a central mediator with many of the Groups and Clubs and students on campus, the 
TCSA, specifically the Ethical Standards Commissioner, should be responsible for the 
promotion of this policy.  

 

This promotion will entail: 

1. The inclusion of the No-Sweat Policy Information booklet which includes the 
policy and a listing of local retailers where students can purchase apparel, on the 
TCSA website, in the package which is distributed annually to all groups and 
clubs and on a table at the Clubs and Groups day. 

2. Electronic reminders of the policy sent via email to the groups and clubs four 
times throughout the year: Early September, November, January and March.  

3. A reminder of the policy included in the first TCSA bi-weekly newsletter in 
September and again in January.  

4. An awareness poster visible in the TCSA office. 
5. Information on hand for any students who inquire at the TCSA about purchasing 

policies.  
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Fair Trade Purchasing Policy for Apparel 
at Trent University

"Trent University recognizes the dignity and worth of 
every person and aims to create a climate of 
understanding and respect". 

-- Trent University Policy on Discrimination and 
Harassment, Preamble 

Preamble: 

The purpose of this purchasing policy is to ensure that 
apparel manufactured for Trent University is made under 
humane working conditions in compliance with accepted 
international standards and local laws and to improve 
working conditions and labour practices in the apparel 
industry worldwide. 

This policy applies to all apparel purchases made by 
Trent University Administrative and Academic 
Departments, Trent Athletics and its affiliated sports 
teams, the Trent Bookstore, the Trent food service 
provider, the Trent Central Student Association and its 
affiliated groups, the Graduate Students’ Association and 
independent vendors selling apparel on the university 
campus.  

The International Labour Organization (ILO), of which 
Canada is a member, has set forth internationally 
recognized conventions and recommendations outlining 
minimum standards of basic labour rights and other  



standards regulating working conditions. This code is 
based upon the conventions and declarations of the ILO, 
including, without limitation, those listed in Appendix A to 
this Code as well as the UN Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. 

Companies providing this apparel will require all 
suppliers, licensees and contractors involved in the 
manufacture of products for Trent University to observe 
the standards of this Code. Trent University intends to 
co-operate with university, student and other 
organizations in monitoring working conditions, collecting 
information and collectively negotiating with suppliers 
and licensees to ensure the provisions of this code are 
enacted. Effective implementation of this policy is a long-
term process that will take commitment on the part of 
students, apparel suppliers and university staff and 
administrators. 

This code is not a substitute for union representation, 
and shall not be used or promoted as an alternative to 
union recognition, collective bargaining or a collective 
agreement. Furthermore, nothing in this code is intended 
to pre-empt or override standards that are set by a 
process of collective bargaining by independent unions 
and associations of the workers’ choice.  

*Only the preamble has been included for relevance purposes. For the 
complete policy visit: http://www.trentu.ca/admin/sweatshop/             



Local Retailers with Sweat Free Clothing 

Please Contact any of the below retailers and ask about the 
sweat-free brands that they carry when purchasing apparel for 

an activity affiliated with Trent University. 

RENEGADE APPAREL  
247 Hunter St. W. 
Peterborough, ON 

(705) 748-6857 

 
REACTION SPORTSWEAR 

184 Marina Blvd. Unit 16, Northcrest Plaza, 
Peterborough, ON 

(705) 748-0673 

 
HOBIE’S SPORTS LTD. 

186 ½ Charlotte St. 
Peterborough, ON 

(705) 745-7770 
 

 
RICART TROPHIES AND SCREEN PRINTING 

926 High Street 
Peterborough, ON 

(705) 748-9955 
 

SE 

 

IMAGEWEAR MARKS WORK WEARHOU
1135 Lansdowne St. W,  

Peterborough, ON 
(705) 748-9570



        
 

Mission Statement:  
OPIRG works to create and sustain student and community-based 
engagement through research, education and action on social 
justice and environmental issues; challenging oppression in all its 
forms; and using consensus-based decision-making in a non-
hierarchical and accessible setting.  
 
Ontario Public Interest Research Group (OPIRG) Peterborough was 
established in 1976, as a campus-based, community-oriented, non-
profit organization committed to research, education and action on 
social justice and environmental issues. Each year, OPIRG staff and 
volunteers organize speakers, films, conferences, publications and 
campaigns on a wide variety of topics that fit within our mandate. We 
also offer skills development workshops and research-for-credit 
opportunities.  
   
In 2007, OPIRG teamed up with Trent students to complete a 
research project on the University’s ‘No-Sweat’ Policy and 
uncovered that the large majority of the Trent community was 
unaware and therefore not abiding by the University’s purchasing 
policy that ensures garments manufactured for and purchased by the 
University are made under humane working conditions in compliance 
with standards set by the International Labour Organization. This 
information booklet is a result of OPIRG’s 2010 project which is 
aiming at the awareness and implementation of the policy within the 
Trent Community.  
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 Please consult the Trent University Purchasing 

Department, the TCSA or 
http://www.trentu.ca/admin/sweatshop/ for more 

information. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  



 

 

 

 

 



TCCBE Project Wrap Up 
 
March 24th, 2011 
 
The TCCBE project put forth by OPIRG titled “Implementation of Trent’s No-Sweat 
Policy” was completed in March 2011. I created a number of materials to aid in the 
implementation and awareness raising of the policy within the Trent Community.  
 
Highlights of the project are: 
 

 3 Awareness Raising Posters 
 A communication strategy for the TCSA’s Ethical Standards Commissioner. 
 The alteration of the Ethical Standards Commissioner’s job description in the 

TCSA handbook to entail more specific duties regarding the implemenation of the 
policy. 

 A resource booklet which contains Trent’s Fair Trade Purchasing Policy, a list of 
local retailers where sweat-free apparel can be purchased and an overview of 
OPIRG’s involvement in the No-Sweat movement at Trent. 

 A reminder poster to be hung in all 5 retailers in the resource booklet listing, 
reminding Trent members to be mindful of the policy when placing orders.  

 A tag line added to the Purchasing department’s emails reminding staff and 
students to follow the policy. (Dependent on discretion of the department.) 

 An academic literature review of the No-Sweat movement. 
 Participation in the Community Forum “Knowledge in Action” where the project 

won both the Community Based Research Award and the Innovative Presentation 
Award.  

 
Obstacles: 

 Never was given an opportunity to meet with the Communications Department. 
therefore no communication strategy was created for their role. Must meet with a 
member of the department to determine how exactly they are capable of 
distributing information and to ask for them to be responsible for the printing of 
these resources. 

 
Further Action Required: 
 
To ensure the success of this project… 

 The TCSA commissioner must follow the strategy and raise awareness and 
compliance with the policy.  

 The posters and resource booklets must be printed. Preferably by the 
Communications Department. 

 The resource booklet must be added to the Fair Trade Purchasing Policy Website. 
 The Communications Department must actively engage in raising awareness of 

the policy through electronic mailings and news items.  
 
 


