
Out of Poverty

This book provides a comprehensive defense of ThirdWorld sweatshops. It
explains how these sweatshops provide the best available opportunity to
workers, and how they play an important role in the process of develop-
ment that eventually leads to better wages and working conditions. Using
economic theory, the author argues that much of what the anti-sweatshop
movement has agitated for would actually harm the very workers they
intend to help by creating less-desirable alternatives and undermining the
process of development. Nowhere does this book put profits or economic
efficiency above people. Improving the welfare of poorer citizens of Third
World countries is the goal, and the book explores which methods best
achieve that goal.Out of Povertywill help readers understand how activists
and policy makers can help Third World workers.
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Preface

Christian Hansen oiled the machinery and fixed the belts at the
Waterhead Mills in Lowell, Massachusetts, for a dozen years. The
mill processed corduroy, velvet, and finished cotton goods. It ran on
steam power until 5 PM, after which some of the machines changed
over to electric power. Part of Christian’s job was to change over the
motors at 5 PM. On March 16, 1920, Christian went about his usual
work routine. Shortly after 5 PM, he threw one of the switches to turn
on the electric power. The nearby compensator box had not been
properly grounded and was leaking electricity. Christian was hit with
550 volts of electricity and died on the spot.

At about the same time, Leona Gagne began working at the
Cardinal Shoe Factory in nearby Lawrence, Massachusetts. She
worked up to ten hours a day, sometimes six days per week. The pay
was modest, but as her son Paul recalls it, “It wasn’t bad for what she
did. And the money helped put my brother and me through school.”

I knew Leona as “Nana.” She was my great-grandmother. Christian
was my stepfather’s great-grandfather. However, in the pages that
follow, I defend the type of “sweatshop” jobs in which Leona and
Christian worked. I argue that the jobs are the best realistic alternative
available to the workers employed in them and that such jobs are part
of the very process of economic development that allows the descend-
ants of Leona, Christian, and their counterparts toiling in Third World
sweatshops today to enjoy a higher standard of living with safer, better-
paying jobs.

As an economist, I am hardly alone in making this defense, and
I am not the only such economist who had ancestors work in sweat-
shops. Another economist described the situation his immigrant
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mother, Sara Friedman, was in when she arrived in the United States
around the turn of the last century:

Very shortly after my mother’s arrival, she started earning her own living by
working as a seamstress in a “sweatshop.” In view of the bad reputation of
sweatshops, it is interesting that I never heard my mother make a negative
remark about her experience. On the contrary, she regarded it as enabling her
to earn a living while she learned English and became adjusted to the new
country.1

Her son, Milton, would go on to teach at the University of Chicago and
win a Nobel Prize in economics. When economists, such as Milton or I,
defend the existence of so-called sweatshop jobs, it is not because of
any lack of caring or compassion for the workers. Rather, our defense
stems from an understanding of the laws of economics. The laws of
economics do not put profits over people. They dictate which policies
will help poor workers and which policies will harm them. If you want
to help today’s Leonas and Christians in the Third World, you should
be interested in learning how economic theory relates to sweatshops.
I sincerely hope this book helps you in that endeavor.

1 Milton and Rose Friedman, Two Lucky People (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1998), 20.

xvi Preface
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