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Abstract: International trade has long been seen as an engine of economic growth and technological progress, and
has long been seen as a means for integration into the world economy. Economic interdependence between nations has
grown greatly with the liberalisation of trade via multilateral institutions, regional agreements and globalization. But
behind the benefits there are a number of negative effects that have sparked significant research and policy discussion.
The paper critically reviews the darker aspects of international trade, the inequalities in the economy, the exploitation
of labour, the impact on the environment, cultural homogenisation, trade imbalance, geopolitical conflicts, and the
vulnerabilities in global supply chains. The study is based on the methodology of doctrine and analysis, which uses
literature, reports from various international bodies, and legal frameworks. It asserts that free trade can have positive
effects on developed economies and companies that operate abroad, with undeniable negative consequences on
developing economies and the companies operating within them. It also delves into the new challenges that are now
being faced by digital trade, economic nationalism and the politicization of trade in today's geopolitics. It finds that
while international trade is essential to global development, sustainable and equitable governance structures are
needed to reduce both the negative impacts of international trade and the objective of inclusive economic development.

Keywords: International trade, globalization, labour exploitation, environmental degradation, trade inequality, supply
chains, economic nationalism

I. INTRODUCTION

The world is today a world of international trade, which is one of the most important factors in economic development
and globalization. The cross-border sharing of products and services, technology, capital and knowledge has increased
the economic interdependence of nations and enhanced opportunities for growth and innovation. International
agreements like the World Trade Organisation (WTO), regional trade pacts and multinational corporations have had a
major role in the smooth functioning of global trade and the market integration between regions. The classical
economists, especially Adam Smith and David Ricardo, believed that free trade and comparative advantage was the key
to increase productivity, efficiency and overall welfare in the world. Modern economic theories also acknowledge
international trade as an effective tool for poverty reduction, technological development and economic modernization.
Yet, advantages from international trade have not been equally shared in countries, in industries, and among social
groups. Globalisation has brought along some deleterious aspects such as increasing economic disparities, exploitation
of labour, pollution of the environment, depleting resources, cultural uniformity, and geopolitical crises. Global value
chains, which have enhanced economic efficiency, also have vulnerabilities, especially during the coronavirus
pandemic, which has disrupted production chains and international supply chains globally. Moreover, as more
economic power is shifting towards multinational companies, the issues of social justice, human rights and sustainable
development have become more pronounced. In this context, the current study critically reviews the negative aspects of
international trade and looks at policy changes required for the development of a more equitable, ethical and
sustainable trading system in the international arena.
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW
Chen (2025), international trade has a profound impact on sustainable development and an environmental cost is
associated with all trade activities, such as carbon emissions, loss of biodiversity and depletion of resources. The study
highlighted that these challenges are not only national, but also global and call for international governance structures.
The author called for sustainable trade policies that incorporate environmental protection, labour rights, and economic
inclusiveness for sustainable world prosperity.'
Zhan (2024) discussed sustainable global value chains and responsible investment in the post-pandemic world. The
study also noted the emerging significance of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) standards in international
trade and the need for companies to take responsibility to combat labour exploitation and environmental degradation.
The author stated that better governance and better investment ethics are necessary to decrease inequalities in the
world's trading systems.
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) (2023) reiterated the importance of the linkages
between trade, climate change, and sustainable development. The report stated that the current trade policies should be
a mix of economic growth and environmental protection and social justice. It called for green industrial policies,
sustainable economic transformation, and inclusive co-operation with international partners to tackle the negative
impacts of globalization and for sustainable economic transformation.’
Hickel et al. (2022), the authors have critically addressed the unequal exchange in the global economy and have
established that developed countries are still benefiting from the extraction of labour, energy and natural resources from
developing countries. They have recommended that international trade often reinforces structural inequalities through
environmental and social externalities being shifted to disadvantaged parts of the world alongside the benefits of
increased wealth to industrialised ones. The study confirmed the dependency theory and the importance of more fair
trade systems in the world.*
Gereffi (2021) who noted that the lack of economic resilience and vulnerability stemming from overreliance on
international production networks has been exacerbated by the pandemic. The study highlighted the fragility of the
transportation, manufacturing and trade systems, revealing the structural vulnerabilities of the global system, especially
for developing economies reliant on export industries. The author suggested diversification and regionalisation of
supply chains to ensure economic security and sustainable trade.’

II1. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design
The authors chose a qualitative, analytical and critical research design for the present study to deepen the understanding
of the darker side of international trade and globalization. The research aims to analyze the economic, social,
environmental and geopolitical consequences of the international trade in the context of sustainable development. A
critical lens has been used to evaluate the benefits and harmful effects of international trade. The research area of the
study involves the topics of economic inequality, labour exploitation, environmental degradation, cultural

! Chen, N. (2025). A review of international trade impacts on sustainable development. Discover Sustainability, 6(1),
1-18.

2 Zhan, J. X. (2024). Sustainable global value chains and responsible investment in the post-pandemic world.
Transnational Corporations, 31(1), 1-22.

3 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. (2023). Trade and development report 2023: Growth, debt,
and climate. United Nations.

* Hickel, J., Dorninger, C., Wieland, H., & Suwandi, I. (2022). Imperialist appropriation in the world economy: Drain
from the global South through unequal exchange. Global Environmental Change, 73, 102467.

> Gereffi, G. (2021). What does the COVID-19 pandemic teach us about global value chains? Journal of International
Business Policy, 4(3), 287-301.
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homogenisation, and digital monopoly. The research will seek to deepen the understanding of the structural obstacles of
current systems of international trade through the qualitative analysis. The analytical design also enables a thorough
assessment of policy instruments and governance processes aimed at fostering more inclusive and sustainable global
economic development.®

3.2 Nature of Research

This study is doctrinal and descriptive in nature and only uses secondary and documentary sources of information. It
explores the theories, legal principles, policy efforts and scholarship on international trade and globalization. The
research does not gather empirical data but takes a critical perspective on existing research to uncover structural
inequalities, institutional problems, and new issues in the global trade system. The study highlights analytical
understanding and theoretical interpretation of the economic dependency, labour rights, environmental sustainability
and geopolitical dynamics. The research's doctrinal methodology aims to help advance the academic debate on the
downside of unchecked globalization and desirable international trade governance regimes. The overall goal of the
study is to create a thorough knowledge of the various issues facing modern worldwide trade.’

3.3 Sources of Data

All the research is conducted on secondary sources of data which are available from scientific and contemporary
academic and institutional publications. The main sources are peer-reviewed journal articles, books, international
organization reports, policy documents, government publications, trade agreements, and legal instruments published
from 2020 to 2026. Special focus has been given on reports and publications by the World Trade Organization (WTO),
the World Bank, the International Labour Organization (ILO), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), and the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). They offer useful
information on recent developments of international trade, global supply chains, environmental governance, labour
standards and economic policies. The use of authoritative and contemporary sources increases the reliability of the
research results and analytical interpretations, their validity, and the comprehensiveness of the results.®

3.4 Theoretical Framework

The analysis of the structural aspect of international trade and globalization is based on critical theoretical approaches.
Dependency theory is used to describe the phenomenon of economic dependency of developing countries on the
industrialized countries as a result of unequal trade relations and of extraction from developing countries. World-
systems theory also illustrates the global capitalist system's core-periphery-semi-periphery distinction. Political
economy perspectives have also been introduced to investigate the dynamics of state, multinational corporations and
international institutions. All the above theories offer a basis for understanding issues like exploitation of labour,
degradation of the environment, economic dependency, and global inequality, among others. These views are used to
critically analyse the distribution of the benefits of trade and the overall socio-economic impacts of international trade
in a more integrated global economy.’

% International Labour Organization. (2022). Global estimates of modern slavery: Forced labour and forced marriage.
ILO Publications.

" Baldwin, R. E. (2022). The great convergence: Information technology and the new globalization. Harvard University
Press.

® European Central Bank. (2022). Supply chain disruptions and the effects on the global economy. ECB Economic
Bulletin, 8, 45-62.

° Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2025). Economic security and vulnerabilities in
international supply chains. OECD Publishing.
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3.5 Method of Analysis

To analyze the negative aspects of international trade, the research uses a thematic and a comparative approach.
Thematic analysis is an activity that entails the identification, categorisation and critical analysis of significant issues,
including economic inequality, labour exploitation, environmental degradation, cultural homogenisation, vulnerabilities
in the supply chain, digital monopolies, geopolitical conflict, etc. This allows a systematic understanding of the
interconnections between different aspects of globalization. Comparative analysis also has been used to compare the
experiences that developed countries and developing countries have had with respect to trade policy, labour policy,
technological progress and environmental policy. The comparative approach helps to gain a better understanding of
structural inequalities and the disproportionate sharing of benefits and costs of globalization. As a whole, these
analytical techniques enhance the critical analysis and the overall discussion of modern international trade systems and
their wider consequences.'’

3.6 Case Study Approach

Selected case studies of recent times have been included in the research to highlight the issues and reality of
international trade in the modern world. Case studies concerning the COVID-19 related supply-chain disruption, trade
wars between big economies, environmental regulations, economic nationalism, and digital platform monopolies have
been explored to back the theoretical and analytical arguments of the study. The examples demonstrate some of the
specific weaknesses and inequalities in the global trading system. The case study method also allows a contextual
understanding of the impact of international trade on various areas, sectors and social groups. The linkage between
theory and practice (with reference to the key developments in the world) adds depth and relevance to the critical
analysis and, in so doing, enriches the understanding of the challenges of globalization in the contemporary world."'

3.7 Scope and Limitations of Methodology

The present methodology is limited to the use of doctrinal research methods and secondary research methods and does
not include empirical research methods of any kind like surveys, interviews, fieldwork etc. This study's primary focus
is on scholarly literature, policy documents, and institutional reports from 2020-2026. Therefore, the results are reliant
on the availability, quality and reliability of the existing sources. Some practical experiences and local views about
international trade reflected in the analysis may not be fully captured. The limitations do not detract from the credibility
and comprehensiveness of the research because of the large number of contemporary academic and institutional
literature used. The methodological approach is suitable for the critical analysis of general structural problems like
economic inequality, conditions of labour, environmental sustainability, geopolitical tensions etc. in the field of
international trade and globalization."

Result
Table 1: Summary of Research Methodology
Component Description
Research Design Qualitative, analytical, and critical research design
Nature of Research Doctrinal and descriptive study based on secondary data
Sources of Data Books, journals, WTO, World Bank, ILO, OECD, and UNCTAD reports
Theoretical Dependency Theory, World-Systems Theory, and Political Economy Approach
Framework
Method of Analysis Thematic and comparative analysis

' Scherrer, C. (2021). Power in global supply chains. VSA Verlag.

""" World Bank. (2021). World development report 2021: Data for better lives. World Bank Publications.
"2 World Trade Organization. (2021). World trade report 2021: Economic resilience and trade WTO.
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Case Study Approach | COVID-19 supply-chain disruptions, trade wars, digital monopolies, and environmental
regulations
Scope and Limitations | Limited to secondary data; no surveys, interviews, or field investigations

Interpretation of Table 1

A brief summary of the research methodology used for the study is given in Table 1. It shows that the study is
qualitative, analytical and critical in design, which looks into the negative aspects of international trade and
globalization. The study is doctrinal and descriptive, and it only uses secondary sources, like academic literature,
reports from international organizations and policy documents. The theoretical approach is based on Dependency
Theory, World-Systems Theory and Political Economy so that understanding of structural inequalities in the global
trading systems could be achieved. Analysis through the themes and comparisons allows for systematic analysis of
major issues, and contemporary cases offer insights into contemporary challenges. The study is based on secondary
data, but the methodology is designed to produce thorough, credible and well-supported research results.'
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Figure 1: Research Methodology Components and Their Applications

IV. LABOUR EXPLOITATION AND HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS

4.1 Labour Exploitation in Global Trade

Labour exploitation has often been associated with international trade, particularly in export industries in developing
countries. Multinational companies are able to reduce costs of operations by having production plants in areas where
labor is cheaper and the regulations may be less stringent. Such investments will generate jobs, but employees might be
subjected to low wages, poor working conditions, long hours, and insufficient social protection. Limited bargaining
power further exposes employees to unfair labour practices and exploitation. In many cases, governments pay attention
to economic growth and foreign investments, and fail to improve the enforcement of labour laws, including labour
welfare laws. A decent living, safe working conditions and strong legal frameworks are necessary to realize ethical and
sustainable international trade.'

" World Trade Organization. (2022). World trade report 2022: Climate change and international trade. WTO.

' World Trade Organization. (2023). World trade report 2023: Re-globalization for a secure, inclusive and sustainable
future. WTO.
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4.2 The Race to the Bottom Phenomenon

The "race to the bottom" is a competition between countries for foreign investment, involving a reduction of labour
standards and restrictions. This practice often results in poor working conditions, low wages, excessive working hours,
child labour and limitations on the ability of workers to form trade unions. There may be a reluctance among
governments to increase labour protection because of the risk of losing competitiveness. Thus, globalization may
sometimes focus on profit maximisation rather than on workers welfare and social justice. It is an occurrence that not
only violates internationally recognised labour rights, but also contributes to the growing gap between working
conditions in different countries. More robust international labour standards, proper enforcement and good corporate
practices are needed to ensure that economic growth does not violate human dignity and workers' rights.15

4.3 Modern Slavery and Forced Labour in Global Supply Chains

The issues of modern slavery and forced labour are still a great human rights concern in global supply chains. There
have been many instances of industries like textiles, agriculture, electronics, mining and seafood production being
associated with forced and exploited labor, such as debt bondage and forced labour. The factors of poverty, migration
and lack of legal protection contribute to workers' vulnerability to such abuses. The international conventions to end
forced labor have been inadequate, especially when it comes to enforcement, in many countries. Labour violations are
often difficult to identify and prevent due to the complexity of international production networks. Economic
globalization may not necessarily lead to better labour standards, as evidenced by the prevalence of modern slavery. To
end forced labour, there is a need for increased cooperation between countries, improved legal protections and
increased accountability of companies.

4.4 Supply-Chain Due Diligence and Human Rights Protection

Due Diligence laws in the supply chain have grown into a crucial tool to advance human rights in international trade.
Companies are now expected to manage and remediate labour abuses and environmental risks in their supply chains, in
many countries, including in Europe. The above mentioned regulations are designed to increase transparency and
accountability of companies and improve ethical conduct. Companies should promote adherence to internationally
agreed-upon labour standards and human rights principles by their suppliers. But it is difficult to be implemented in
practice due to multiple jurisdictions and complex production networks in global supply chains. Small producers also
might find it difficult to comply with standards. Thus, harmonized laws, collaboration between states and effective
enforcement mechanisms are needed to ensure that human rights protection become an integral part of sustainable
global trade.

V. DISCUSSION

International trade is an effective tool for economic growth and globalization, and the results of the present study reveal
that it also faces many social, environmental and geopolitical challenges. The analysis shows the advantages of global
commerce are not evenly distributed, that is, the developed countries and multinational corporations benefit more than
the developing countries and vulnerable communities. This remains an imbalance and reduces opportunities for
inclusive development as well as continuing economic inequalities.

Labour exploitation is a key concern in international supply chains because companies strive to cut expenses in areas
that provide less worker protection. As a result, international regulatory measures have been in place to overcome these
problems, including low wages, unsafe working conditions, child labour and forced labour, which remains.
Environmental degradation is also identified as a major issue; international trade is associated with deforestation,
carbon emissions, biodiversity loss and over-exploitation of resources. These environmental costs are often incurred by
developing countries whose export-intensive industries are heavily reliant.

!> World Trade Organization. (2025). Global value chain development report 2025. WTO.
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In addition, globalization has brought about cultural homogenization and the rise of the multinational corporations,
which pose a risk to indigenous culture and small and local businesses. In recent years, economic interdependence has
become a strategic competition weapon, due to the trade wars, sanctions and export control measures. Advances in
digital trade have fueled the growing worry over market concentration, data sovereignty, and technological reliance.
The study concludes that for inclusive global prosperity, sustainable and equitable trade governance is needed, which
incorporates labour rights, environmental protection, social justice, and economic resilience.

VI. CONCLUSION
International trade remains a key engine of economic development, technological progress and global integration. It has
helped to expand markets, boost productivity and create jobs and play a big part in some parts of the world in reducing
poverty. The present study, however, shows that international trade often brings with it notable social, environmental
and geopolitical challenges. The economic inequality, labor exploitation, environmental destruction, cultural
assimilation and weaknesses in supply chains expose the multilayered and multifaceted nature of globalization.
The increasing focus on economic concentration in the hands of multinational corporations and the developed countries
has led to an increased concern on fairness, accountability, and sustainable development. The existence of new
challenges, such as the rules of climate change, digital monopolies, trade wars, economic nationalism and geopolitical
competition, also suggests that old economic theories are not enough to capture the realities of international trade today.
These changes call for a more holistic governance model that reflects a focus on social justice, environmental
stewardship, labor rights, and economic resilience.
The study concludes that more inclusive, ethical and sustainable global governance mechanisms are key for the future
of international trade. Economic growth should not be detrimental to human rights, environment or culture; therefore,
co-operation between policy makers, international institutions and businesses is needed. International trade can
continue to build global prosperity while reducing the negative impacts of international trade and supporting
sustainable development for both current and future generations through adjustments and reforms that are balanced and
equitable.
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