
Chapter 6  Seeking Prosperity 167

has been compromised further by a protracted civil war and dysfunctional gov-
ernment. The unsettled nature of the global economy, moreover, has hit devel-
oping countries hard. Uncertain employment and income prospects have 
hampered governmental and nongovernmental efforts to improve living condi-
tions. While the overall rate has declined, there are still over 1.2 billion people 
across the world living in extreme poverty (less than $1.25 a day). Sub-Saharan 
Africa and South Asia are the most seriously impacted, with nearly 49 percent 
and 30 percent of their respective populations enduring these conditions.27

The difficulty of maintaining steady worldwide demand for commodities in 
the aftermath of the 2009 recession contributes heavily to the challenges many 
countries face across the Global South. Lower prices have debilitating effects  
on the ability to generate funds that might be used to support efforts to reduce 
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Tragedy in Bangladesh*

On April 23, 2013, the multistory Rana Plaza building in an industrial suburb of Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, collapsed (see 
Map 6.3). More than 1,100 people were killed and another 2,500 escaped the wreckage, many with significant injuries. This 
was just the latest (albeit deadliest) in a series of disasters affecting garment factories in the country.

Bangladesh has more than 5,000 of these factories as it has emerged as one of the world’s leading clothing exporters, 
second only to China. The textile industry is critical to the country’s economic health, accounting for 17 percent of GDP and 
more than 75 percent of total exports. The Rana Plaza building itself contained five separate garment shops under contract 
with some twenty-nine global brands, including such trendy retailers as Canada’s Joe Fresh, the United Kingdom’s Primark, and 
Italy’s Benetton. With its substandard construction, cracks developed and an inspection conducted the day prior to the col-
lapse deemed the structure unsafe. Factory supervisors discounted the findings and ordered workers back into the building 
the next morning. Tragedy struck when the large and heavy power generators previously placed on the upper floors to com-
pensate for regular power failures were turned on.

This disaster highlighted the circumstances faced by workers (overwhelmingly female), who have come to occupy critical 
roles in industries deeply impacted by the demands and pressures of globalization. In addition to their low wages, they often 
endure harsh and unsafe working conditions as employers seek to locate production facilities in the Global South to minimize 
costs in a highly competitive global market where consumers expect quality and inexpensive goods. In this instance, the toll 
was considerable. While a $40 million fund under the auspices of the International Labour Organization (ILO) was established 
to compensate victims and their families, only about half of the brands associated with the building have contributed. 
Bangladesh enacted a series of new oversight measures, but the lack of sufficient numbers of inspectors and the resistance of 
influential factory owners to enhanced regulation have limited their impact.

* http://www.cnn.com/2013/10/24/opinion/bangladesh-garment-workers
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-bangladesh-factory-collapse-one-year-later
http://www.forbes.com/sites/clareoconnor/2014/04/24/report-a-year-after-bangladesh-disaster-retailers-fail-to-address-

biggest-factory-risks
What is the role of crossing borders in addressing this issue? How can the cross-disciplinary focus of international studies 

help? (Continued)


