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Clothing Companies Cashing in on Countries in Crisis 

 Clothing industries are banking off of workers put in devastated economic circumstances. 

The workers affected are subjected to poor working conditions that can and have ended in death. 

Like any wicked problem there is no clear cut solution. Especially now that most these countries’ 

economies and families now depend on these American clothing industries. By continuing to not 

do much for their outsourced workers the United States is promoting the abuse of human rights 

by allowing garment industries to continue these practices. The complexity of the unethical 

treatment clothing companies have caused to third world countries needs to be addressed and the 

industries need to give their employees better working conditions.  

 The US stands legally with sweatshops where it did in the early to mid-1900s: they’re 

bad, but just here. Outsourcing work to countries where sweatshops are acceptable is fine 

however. Paying them incredibly low wages is just as acceptable as well. According to the 

National Labor Committee, in El Salvador, Hermosa factory workers are sewing together $140 t-

shirts, for a wage of 60 cents per hour for nineteen - almost twenty hours. The hours are 

gruesome and the pay is jaw dropping low. This is borderline slavery here. These families can’t 

afford not to work in these conditions and they need whatever income they can get. If given the 

options to either eat a little or starve to death; most are going to choose to eat. The majority of 

sweatshop workers in developing countries, are suffering from the impacts of economic 

devastation. Meaning, that they have no real choice but to endure the long hours and low pay, if 
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they want to continue living. For example, in the NPR, All Things Considered, broadcast: “Two 

Sisters, A Small Room and the World behind a T-Shirt”, Host Zoe Chace, Byline, travels to 

Bangladesh, (whose workers are, according to Chace, “lowest paid in the world for this 

profession”) where she meets two sisters. Both sisters work in a sweatshop, in order to support 

their families. They also had three other siblings, whom tragically all passed before the age of 

seven, because the family could not afford to provide them with proper medical treatment. The 

youngest recalls growing up stating, “We eat three times. But sometimes our parents are not 

eating because the lack of food”. Minu, the oldest, now has her own daughter and wants to do 

right by her. These are only two of the hundreds of thousands of lives affected by American 

clothing companies. These are not just jobs, but a means of a better future.  

Admittedly, this is where sweatshops could be argued for being beneficial. Sisters Shumi 

and Minu are doing fairly well compared to when they were younger their parents could barely 

afford to feed themselves and their 3 daughters. Their financial and longevity status changed 

when the garment industry started hiring females and were able to find jobs, and ever since then 

they have been able to send money (however little) to their parents while providing for 

themselves. Life has changed for Shumi and Minu should be enough to show you how the 

garment industries is changing the economy in Bangladesh. Moreover, according to a women 

representing one of these countries that the garment industry is in during an interview with John 

Stossel, a reporter from 20/20, she states that her opinion by saying “I wish they would have 

more sweatshops quote unquote in my countries.” She shows that the way in which we look at 

these factories is far different than the way that they look at the factories. People in places like 

Bangladesh, or Vietnam they see places like clothing factories as opportunities, opportunities 

that give them the chance to live. A man, from the same 20/20 interview, that works in the 
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factories has even said “I wish these people would think with their brain not their heart, nobody 

in my country thinks of these factories as sweatshops.” They even state that they want these jobs, 

and for people to stop trying to take their jobs away.  

So, people in sweatshops get paid very little for doing a great deal of work, which some 

don’t seem to mind still they’d appreciate more money right? But the economics isn't that quite 

simple. Paying them more is not a viable solution. Having American companies paying higher 

wages is the obvious go to option here, but it’s not that simple. See Pierre Lemieux, an 

economist, in his article “Defending Sweatshops” argued that “Imposing a minimum wage in 

sweatshops will create unemployment if the producer cannot adjust other margins--by reducing 

safety, for example. A mandated improvement in working conditions or other benefits amounts 

to the same outcome if the money wage is not reduced accordingly.” The money has got to come 

from somewhere else. The money spent on safety is well needed. 

Granted, that these American clothing companies are supporting people who need stable 

incomes, it is inarguable that the work is dangerous, and an abuse of their human rights. This line 

of work is undoubtedly dangerous. The Rana Plaza was a garment factory that sewn together 

clothes for American citizens, made possible by American corporations. The Rana Plaza 

Collapsed killing 1,129 persons, and injuring 2,515 people. In the article “Survivor of 

Bangladesh factory collapse speaks out” by Holly Williams, young Rana Plaza survivor, 

Tahmina Akhter Sadia, states "I didn't want to go into the factory that morning," she said, 

"Because I'd already seen cracks in the walls. But the supervisor slapped my face and forced me 

to go inside." When she went to work that morning she refused to go in as cracks in the floor, 

and walls could clearly be seen, but after ignoring the her explanation of their refusal to enter the 
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buildings the supervisor slapped them and forced the her to go in work. Later that day Rana 

Plaza Collapsed. 

Few Americans are even aware to this tragedy, and how easily it could’ve been 

prevented; if only the clothing corporations did their part, and kept a better eye (if any eye at all) 

on the working conditions. The families of the victims were supposed to receive money as a type 

of reimbursement. However, according to, Human Rights Watch in 2014, a complete year after 

the Rana Plaza collapse, of the fifteen international clothing corporations, not a single one 

donated to financial trust fund. Of the corporations were Ascena Retail, The Cato Corporation, 

and J.C. Penney. All of which are American owned.   

Now, compare this to the early 20th century US. In New York City, 1911 March 25, a 

fire broke out in the Triangle Shirtwaist clothing factory. According to the “Term Paper 

Resource Guide to Twentieth-Century United States History” a book written by, he reports about 

the building “No fire escapes existed, and the doors of this upper floor factory had been closed 

from the outside to keep employees from taking work breaks. As a result, 146 workers, most of 

them young immigrant women, perished from the fire itself or from jumping from windows. 

Following this tragedy, New York and other states enacted stricter codes for worker safety.” 

Such conditions caused these hundred lives to be taken and the people did not stand for it. A 

clear abuse of human rights and certain laws needed to be implemented that would compensate 

workers and reprimand employers if such a scenario should arise. In the article, “How the 

Triangle Shirtwaist Fire Changed workers' rights” by Karen Bilodeau, an attorney who focuses 

her practice on workers’ compensation, she informs that “Shortly after the tragedy, reformers 

staged a mass meeting at the Metropolitan Opera House, where they generated a petition calling 

for the creation of an investigation commission.” Bilodeau goes on stating, “The Commission 
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was given broad discretion in the investigation of fire hazards, as well as other factory conditions 

that adversely affected workers' welfare. The reports generated by the Commission led to the 

passage of numerous bills regarding fire prevention, child labor and hour limitations. The 

Commission passed 36 laws in a period of just three years and as such, the period following the 

Triangle fire was often referred to as the ‘golden era’ of remedial factory legislation.” A tragedy 

happened at the Triangle shirtwaist factory and took 146 lives. Following that even laws and 

regulations were put in place to make sure workers employed by American companies in 

America would have the right to work in a safe place. If measures were not met up to code then 

the workers or their families were allowed compensation. Yet, what about those families in 

Bangladesh? Why do we as a nation seem to be ignoring the injustices overseas even when we 

are incredibly intertwined into these incidents?  

It’s clear it is clear that the garment industry has helped these places, and pulling out of 

these countries would cause their slowly but steadily growing economies to plummet. They 

cannot just pull out these countries because we say that their living conditions are bad, they need 

to think of what the garment factories are doing for people of these countries. At the same time 

it’s also clear that one cannot deny that the people that the garment industries look for to make 

their items are usually people/countries that are facing poverty and they do pay them way less 

than they would pay the average American. One cannot deny that the conditions of work in these 

places are upsettingly dangerous and unacceptable for human beings. One cannot deny that these 

American companies are exploiting these situations the people of these countries are in. For all 

those reasons, American companies need to provide what is suitable for work spaces as if in 

America. Otherwise they have no place anywhere else.    
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